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Abstract 
 
Assumptions are made by policy makers, service planners and providers that their aspirations for 
early childhood are shared by professionals, parents and children. Policy makers consistently use 
words such as holistic, integration, partnership and collaboration to describe the ways they wish 
early years practitioners to engage with children and families. In order to explore these 
assumptions and expectations this thesis utilises data from early years settings themselves (focus 
groups/interviews with parents and staff and child based activities) to critically examine the 
connections between participants’ ideas of childhood, Scottish Government policies and staff 
roles/responsibilities. It specifically utilises the experiences of staff, parents and children in 
selected early years settings in Scotland to critique the Scottish Government’s key policy 
document, the Early Years Framework (2008).   
 
In this thesis I identify four main themes from the data. These relate to early childhood 
experience: 

• in the home and the impact of work on family life 
• in the community and a child’s ability to participate 
• living independent lives with peers and the ability to take risks  
• in the inner life of the child and the impact of commercialism on her self image.  

 
I conclude that there was a measure of shared aspiration for young children between participants 
in my research and the Framework document in relation to the importance of building family 
and community based experiences. However, there were also wide differences in expectations 
relating to existing capacities of families and communities to support young children. In 
particular there was a lack of recognition in the Framework of the considerable pressures 
experienced by families and communities from wider economic and social forces driven by a 
neo-liberal marketised economy. This finding enabled the illumination of gaps and mismatches 
between policy objectives relating to family and community strength and the lived experiences 
of children, families and communities in Scotland.  
 
I identify in the thesis how such mismatches impact significantly on the ways in which services 
are organised and the ways in which practitioners understand their roles and responsibilities. 
Current professional responses are based in an assumed power and authority emanating from a 
restricted sense of professional identity. As such, they may act in a detrimental way on the 
development of collaborative, strengths based relationships between staff and parents and 
children. 
 
The thesis contributes to knowledge in this field by exposing, for the first time, the policy, 
practice and experience divides relating to creating strength and resilience in young children and 
their families in Scotland, and in discussing the implications for theoretical and policy based 
understandings of the relationships between the four themes identified above and professional 
responses. 
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Chapter One 

 
Introduction  
 

1.1 The Original Impetus for My Study and My Research Intentions  

 
In my last professional role before retirement I was a manager of early years services for a large 

local authority in Scotland where I had responsibility for considering how best to implement 

Scottish Government early years policy. I was aware of the tensions and struggled with the 

implications for staff roles and responsibilities created by the Government’s attempts to make 

services more holistic and integrated. My intention in embarking on a doctoral study was 

therefore to consider why such tensions existed and to gain a better understanding of how to deal 

with them. I started my research just as the Scottish Government’s policy document, the Early 

Years Framework, was published at the end of 2008, setting out to transform early years services 

in recognition of the importance of early life experiences to wider goals for Scotland’s prosperity. 

 

From the outset, therefore, I wanted to gain an understanding of the implications of the Scottish 

Government’s treatment of the concepts of integration and holistic working in its policy 

document, and to reflect on their impact on the roles and responsibilities of staff. I intended to 

use the views of children, families and staff working in or using early years services as a way of 

developing that understanding from the perspective of lived experience. My chosen method was 

therefore fieldwork in early years settings themselves, where I would be able to work with 

children, parents and staff teams across Scotland. I chose not to include in my research those 

responsible for the making of policy in the Scottish Government. I wanted to be able to give a 

critique of its Early Years Framework which was not influenced by their perceptions of it. 

However, I fully intend, to share the findings, conclusions and recommendations of this research 

with key staff in the Scottish Government.  

 

1.2 Overview of Development of Research Ideas 

 

My original intention had been to focus on the development of workforce roles and 

responsibilities because I was interested in paying particular attention to the potential for 
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development in Scotland of a social pedagogue role in early years along similar lines to the 

Scandinavian model. It had not occurred to me to make conceptual underpinnings about 

childhood my main focus or to develop a review of the underpinning theories surrounding policy 

and policy development.  

 

It was in my readings to establish my ontological position where I first came across ideas which 

would challenge my existing views of children and childhood, in the writings of James, Jenks 

and Prout (1998). I began to appreciate that there was a much more fundamental question to be 

asked about aspirations for childhood in Scotland and the extent to which there was a clear 

conceptual underpinning for the Early Years Framework. Did the policy convey any explicit 

view of childhood, and to what extent might that align with views of parents, frontline staff, and 

especially children? I needed to shift the priority for my research away from an essentially 

practical dilemma towards an exploration of underpinning ideas about childhood. In addition, if I 

was to understand how any disharmonies had occurred between ideas held by parents, staff and 

children, and ideas expressed within the Early Years Framework, I needed to consider the policy 

development process itself. Finally, I needed to try to understand the impact of new 

understandings and objectives in the early years on the experiences of parents, children and staff 

in early years settings.The frames of reference for my research had been set. 

 

1.3 Overview of the Thesis 

 

Chapter Two sets out the theoretical context for early childhood and explains the key ideas from 

the Early Years Framework document in four domains of early childhood. They are children as 

part of the family and their experience at home, children’s potential to be contributing members 

of their communities, children as powerful competent actors in their own right and children’s 

experience of their imaginations and an inner life. These four areas of their lives become 

recurrent themes as the thesis unfolds. 

 

Chapter Three considers the other main focus for exploration of theory, the development of 

policy, and particularly issues relating to power. Power relationships explain why policies look 

the way they look and what they are designed to do. Power is also the determining factor to 

participation in the civic world. I was particularly interested in the child, the degree of power she 

was perceived to hold and her access to the development process for policy in Scotland. 
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The fourth chapter describes my ontological and methodological position. It sets out the 

theoretical context for using qualitative methodology and for selecting situated fieldwork in four 

locations.   

 

Chapter Five describes the process by which I set up the fieldwork in four settings in different 

locations in Scotland and it considers the limitations of my approach as well as its strengths.  

 

Chapters Six, Seven and Eight are the three findings chapters, the first of which is a critique of 

the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework. The critique establishes my view of the 

policy imperatives for the Scottish Government and begins to tease out where there are strengths 

associated with aspirations for family and community life, as well as areas of weakness and 

omissions according to the same four areas of childhood identified and pursued in Chapter Two.  

 

Chapter Seven takes the first two of four narrative themes around childhood which came out of 

my fieldwork. These narrative themes are refinements of the initial four domains of childhood 

identified in the literature review in Chapter Two and further explored in the critique of the 

Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework in Chapter Six. The first theme considers 

children and their homes and families, looking at issues which arose because of  a perceived 

necessity to work of both parents. The second considers children in their communities, looking 

at the impact of adult perceptions of community strength on their ability to participate in civic 

life.  

 

Chapter Eight is devoted to consideration of the second two narrative themes. They are children 

as potentially powerful and competent social actors in their own spaces who were constrained 

by adult concerns for their safety and well being; and children’s inner life, their imaginations 

and the potential impact of commercial pressures on the development of  self-image. 

 

Finally, Chapter Nine brings together the findings from all four fieldwork settings with the 

relevant theory to create a synthesised response to my research questions in the context of the 

four thematic areas of childhood experience. That response identifies a series of mismatches 

associated with perceptions of family and community experience for young children between the 

policy aspirations of the Scottish Government and the ideas and experiences of adults and 



 
 

11 

children in my research. These constrain staff, with their current professional roles and 

responsibilities, in working collaboratively with parents and children to deliver strengths based 

and holistic approaches to family and community support.  

 

Chapter Ten identifies a series of recommendations for further research and/or action based on 

the conclusions. 

 

Overall, this thesis provides answers to questions about the interface between policy, practice 

and experience in early childhood in Scotland. It uses the narratives from research participants to 

illucidate the main issues and then makes recommendations to address them. It argues that the 

implications of the Scottish Government’s wider, neo-liberal inspired social and economic 

policy goals go unrecognised in its own key early years policy document and yet resulting social 

and economic pressures are reported by research participants as central to their experience of 

family and community life. They are perceived to impact negatively on family and community 

capacity to meet their own and the Scottish Government’s aspirations for young children. The 

result is a policy document for young children in Scotland which is constrained in its ability to 

deliver its objectives.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 

12 

 

 

 
 

 

SECTION ONE 
 

Theoretical Perspectives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

13 

Chapter Two 
 

Literature Review: A Conceptual Framework for Early Childhood  
 
Introduction 

 
The literature review in this thesis has two focal points. The first is the literature on childhood, 

particularly early childhood, in the context of the family, the community and wider society. The 

second is the literature on policy development, stakeholder participation, and the consequent 

roles, responsibilities and relationships of all adults in supporting early childhood. I will deal 

with the first in this chapter and the second in the subsequent chapter.  

 

The intention in this chapter is, firstly, to consider the dominance in the ‘developed’ world of 

two philosophical discourses on childhood. These are the idea of the ‘controlled child’ and the 

converse idea of the ‘natural child’. Secondly, it is to explore the broader theoretical contexts 

within which childhood has been understood since the major shifts of the nineteenth centuries 

towards industrialisation and urbanisation, which have ultimately established the arguments for 

new sociological constructs of childhood emerging in the latter half of the twentieth century. 

 

I will then consider their implications for my research in four areas. These are: 
• the child as part of the family 

• the child as a member of a community  

• the child and her peers in the wider world 

• the child’s imaginative play linked to the development of a sense of self. 

 

I selected these areas because of their direct relevance to my area of study, their centrality to 

early childhood experiences and also to help inform later discussion of the relationship between 

the related theory and the data collected from my fieldwork. 

 

The intention in the next chapter is to consider the theoretical framework for social policy as it 

applies to children and families in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in the 
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‘developed’ world, and to explore its links to the theory of childhood already considered in this 

chapter.  

 

Theoretically informed discussion of childhood has become of increasing importance to 

governments and policy makers as the centrality of the childhood experience to achieving social 

and economic goals is better understood. This, taken along with ideological shifts involving 

increasing decentralisation of society and diversification towards greater individualism, has 

suggested the possibility of a re-evaluation of childhood experience leading to arguments for 

new constructs of childhood based in new sociological understandings (James, Jenks and Prout, 

1998). To understand new sociological arguments on childhood it is, however, necessary to look 

to the development of sociological thinking about children and childhood in a historical context. 

This moves from early pre-sociological ideas of  the nature of children and their development, 

through sociological ideas based in perceived universality of experience, social control and 

cultural transference, and finishing with socially constructed childhood and post-structural ideas 

associated with pluralism and diversity. 

 

2.1 Pre-Sociological Ideas of Childhood 

 

Pre-sociological writings about childhood in Europe are dominated by two central but opposing 

discourses, with their origins in the thinking of two major philosophers. Hobbes (1651) 

developed the idea of a child subject to natural and potentially destructive passions in need of 

control through obedience to authority. Rousseau (1762) developed the idea of the natural and 

innocent child in need of protection from the corrupting influence of society. Both these ideas 

have had profound and often conflicting effects on the place of children and childhood in the last 

three centuries, and on childhood experience itself (Jenks, 1996; Montgomery, 2003). 

 

The controlled child  

     

In ‘Leviathan’ (1651) Hobbes argued that civil society, or a ‘Commonwealth’, stemmed from an 

acceptance of a power and authority beyond the individual, which acted to control the ‘passions’ 

experienced by all humans. In relation to children, he observed: 
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[Children have] no other rule of good and evil manners but the correction they receive 
from their parents and masters (Hobbes, 1651, Ch 11). 

  

The impact of Hobbes’s ideas on notions of family, most particularly on the place of the child 

and the need of the child to be controlled, has been considerable. It can be seen in the 

development of social policy through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and is visible in the 

development of a welfare state (Hendrick, 2005 and 2009); in relationships between the state and 

parents (Shamgar-Handelman, 1994); and, ultimately, in the importance attached to socialisation 

of children (Parsons, 1951). His ideas are also present in power relationships within families, 

resulting in the marginalisation of children (Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Lansdown, 2001; Corsaro, 

2005), and the notion of the child’s relationship to adulthood being one of ‘becoming’, with a 

corresponding dependency on adults (Qvortrup, 1994).   

 

Industrialisation and the ‘scholarification’ of childhood  

 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, broad shifts and upheavals associated with the 

industrial revolution impacted on families as they moved from a predominantly rural to an urban 

environment. Families experienced dislocation of traditional family relationships, along with 

changing employment patterns and responsibilities. The place of the child herself in social 

structures was disrupted (Jenks, 1996; Smith, 2011). 

 

Working class children, now collected together in cities, many of them working and contributing 

to family income, were considered ‘under-socialised’ and a threat to the social order of the 

middle classes. However, poor working class parents were not, themselves, deemed fit to take on 

the task of socialising their children (Hendrick, 2005; Smith, 2011). The development of 

schools, or ‘scholarification’ (Qvortrup, 1994) was a direct answer to the perceived problem. 

The imposition of strict rules within schools to develop moral character was the objective to 

avoid children becoming the victims of their own Hobbesian ‘passions’: 

 

… character development depended on methods of socialisation designed to promote 
moral well-being. The aim was to liberate the individual from ‘slavery’ to the senses by 
subjugating the ‘lower passions’ to the will’ (Smith, 2011, p28).  

 

The world of work for children was therefore replaced with the world of school. Their economic 
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contribution to the household was replaced with a belief in the future promise they held, derived 

from an investment in their education (Jenks, 1996; Thomas, 2000; Montgomery, 2003; 

Hendrick, 2005).  The immediate contribution of the child to society became invisible as she 

became indivisible from her family (Hendrick, 2005) and any voice she might have had was 

silenced (Qvortrup, 1994 and 2005; James et al, 1998; Thomas, 2000; Lansdown, 2001).  

 

A welfare approach and state versus family control 

 

The ‘scholarification’ of childhood was but one way in which the state began to exert increasing 

influence over childhood. A growing recognition of the future value of children also encouraged 

the growth of a protective approach to children and the development of a caring, welfare model 

for childhood (Jenks, 1996; Hendrick, 2005):  

 

 The ideology of care both lubricated and legitimised the investment of economic and 
cultural capital in the 'promise ' of childhood. Childhood is transformed into a form of 
human capital which, through modernity, has been dedicated to futures (Jenks, 1996, 
p17).  

 

However, the welfare model is also about control of children through the powers of the state. 

The notion of a national, collective responsibility for children’s welfare inevitably leads to 

controls on children’s behaviour, of which a requirement to attend school is just one instance 

(Jenks, 1996; Stainton-Rogers, 2001; Hendrick, 2005).  The purpose of the relationship between 

parents and the state is brought into sharp relief and it creates a level of tension over the relative 

powers of each (Shamgar-Handelman, 1994; Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005; Tisdall, 2006).  

 

The balance of power between parents and the state, and the extent of the power of the state to 

intervene are largely determined by struggles between those with power, who would have their 

values and norms continued through imposition of socialisation responsibilities on parents, and 

those on the peripheries of power who would resist (Thomas, 2005). Where UK family policy is 

explicit it is largely concerned with dealing with perceived deficits in parenting of children 

living on the peripheries (Donzelot, 1980; Brannen and Edwards, 1996; Hendrick, 2005; Cleland 

and Tisdall, 2005): 
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The broad thrust of public policy with respect to young children in the UK is with 
targeting 'deficient' parents or problem families rather than families more broadly, and 
with children as their parents' rather than a social responsibility (Brannen and Edwards, 
1996, p150).   

 

By its explicit application of policy and control to those it regards as deficient the middle class 

dominated state implicitly exerts a universal authority over all parents through ‘coercive 

normalisation’ (Donzelot, 1980). The explicit power of the state over families on the periphery is 

therefore experienced both as coercive as well as partial towards the middle class view 

(Hendrick, 2005; Qvortrup, 1994); although the question still remains as to why attempts by the 

state to influence parenting  with families on the periphery, who might be regarded as the 

primary target, appear to be those that are the least successful (Thomas, 2000; Lansdown, 2001). 

 

The Maria Colwell child abuse case of the 1980s is regarded as seminal in influencing the 

perceptions of roles and responsibilities of parents to their children and of a redressing of the 

power relationship between the family and the state:  

 

The 1980s was a decade during which long-established tensions between child care 
policy, parental responsibility and rights, and the jurisdiction of the state finally 
snapped… Increasingly the call was made for a new partnership between parents and the 
state... (Hendrick, 2005, p48). 

 

Subsequent legislation, both in England and Scotland, has been designed to redefine that 

relationship in the context of responsibilities towards children, both for parents and the state, and 

in the knowledge that children themselves have rights, defined in the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (1989), twhich the UK has ratified. However, despite these rights, because 

the state continues to conceive of the child as being inseparable from her family, there continues 

to be little acceptance of her as an individual in her own right. She continues to remain largely 

hidden from the wider social welfare environment as a result. More significantly perhaps, her 

views are of arguable consequence in the development of social welfare policy (Lansdown, 

2001; Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005; Tisdall and Hill, 2005), even where that policy is of direct 

consequence for her experiences of childhood. 

 

The question of who does hold responsibility for the child, when set alongside perceptions of 

how any control should be exercised in the context of children’s rights and the need for children 
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to be visible, provided scope for further exploration with research participants So too did the 

question of the role of the family in supporting childhood experiences as against other wider and 

powerful influences on the child in a postmodern state.   

 

The natural child  

 

In ‘Emile, or On Education’ (1762) Rousseau’s central argument was that society necessarily 

interferes with the influence of nature in the process of bringing up children. The public 

educational process, in particular, takes children away from their natural instincts and towards 

the norms and conventions of a civil society, a way of thinking and behaving which is inevitably 

constraining and, in his view, corrupting.  

 

He argued that it is in enjoying freedom from these constraints that children learn to make their 

own choices and to gain a level of self-knowledge and self-esteem which allows them to 

harmoniously combine their natural characteristics with their honestly felt responsibilities as 

citizens. He therefore argued that children should be largely free to be their natural selves for as 

long as possible with the guidance and support of benevolent adults. Where children and adults 

must interact, he suggested: 

 

I would have you choose the company of a youth that he should think well of those 
among whom he lives… Let him know that man is by nature good… but let him see 
how men are depraved and perverted by society… let him see that all men wear almost 
the same mask, but let him know that some faces are fairer than the mask that conceals 
them (Rousseau, 1762, p211). 

 

The notion of the natural child, living and experiencing life through her own imagination and 

making choices for herself, has been a philosophical motif running through discussions about 

childhood from the time of Rousseau’s writing to the present day, (Pestalozzi, 1801; Froebel, 

1826; Dewey, 1916 and 1938; Neil, 1998; Malaguzzi, 1994). In particular, ideas of the ‘open air 

nursery’ (MacMillan, 1923), ‘child-centredness’ (Piaget, 1976), ‘discovery learning’ (Bruner, 

1967), ‘experiential learning’ (Kolb, 1984) and ‘free-flow’ play (Bruce, 1997) can be traced 

back to Rousseau’s work, as can the Scottish Government’s own current interest in ‘nature 

kindergartens’ (Cohen and Milne, 2007; Scottish Government, 2008). 
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The idea of innocence as a threat to childhood 
 

Rousseau’s ideas were problematic, however, in industrialised Europe because of the reliance on 

child labour to support family income (Jenks, 1996; Smith, 2011). The idea of children being 

exposed to the corruptions of the adult world of work did not sit easily with the notion of a child 

allowed to explore natural freedoms, or an adult role associated with protection of innocence. 

Prohibitions on child labour were introduced as a way of protecting children from the influences 

of a corrupted adult world (Jenks, 1996; Montgomery, 2003).  

 

An investment in preserving innocence requires a concomitant adult role in child protection, an 

idea which has become deeply embedded in the public consciousness (James et al, 1998; Cook, 

2009) and which it can be argued is in tension with the idea of a child’s competence:  

 

As parents and educators we are contracted to bring up our children in such a manner 
that their state of pristine innocence remains unspoilt by the violence and ugliness that 
surrounds them… all adults must assume responsibility for children in the same moment 
as they recognise their intentionality and competence (James et al, 1998, p14).  

 

The view of the child as a competent and experienced being, able to make her own choices, 

represents a challenge to the perception of the adult taking responsibility for protecting 

childhood innocence; for experience necessarily counters innocence (Kehily and Montgomery, 

2003; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Cook, 2009). 

   

Further challenges to this perception of innocence are presented by those children who do not fit 

within its dominant construct. There is a question as to whether children with perceived adult 

knowledge and responsibilities forfeit the status of childhood because they do not conform to the 

dominant view of what that should be. Equally, children who are not innocent because they have 

experience of sex, or because they have committed crimes, become problematic (Kehily and 

Montgomery, 2003). Allied to this tension is children’s exposure to the media and their use of 

technology. All present a perceived further challenge to the protection of their innocence 

(Qvortrup, 2005, Guldberg, 2009). The response of those in ‘developed’ societies is to view all 

of these experiences as threats to childhood and, therefore, to increase efforts to protect children 

from them. Protecting children gives adults a role and, therefore, acts as a defining responsibility 

of adulthood itself (Cook, 2009).  
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Conversely, the goal of children is to take responsibility and become independent decision 

makers. This brings them into inevitable conflict with adults and their assumed responsibility of 

protection (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Cook, 2009). The idea of innocence itself is 

therefore perhaps the greatest threat of all to children being able to take control over their own 

experiences because doing so is in direct opposition to adult perceptions of their own role as 

protectors.  

 

As in the case of the ‘controlled child’, collective adult responsibility for preserving a belief in 

the child as an innocent  can also be seen as the beginnings of a rationale for state intervention 

(Jenks, 1996; Hendrick, 2009). The two seemingly opposing  concepts of the Hobbesian 

controlled child and Rousseau’s natural child therefore come together in the development of 

universal education and the scholarification of childhood.  

 

The idea of the natural child is, at one and the same time, a beguiling one for those with a 

concern to give children freedom to develop their own understandings of the world and their 

place within it, and a threatening one for those with a concern to protect children from the harm 

which they perceive may visit them if that freedom is allowed. The impact of this dilemma on 

adult perceptions of their role and ultimately on children’s experiences of childhood formed a 

central part of my research in relation to ideas about a child’s power, competence and 

independence.  

  

The maturing child  

 

The industrial revolution and the beginnings of compulsory education required children to be 

organised for the first time according to expectations of ‘age and stage’ (Jenks, 1996; Fleer, 

2006; Woodhead, 2009). This, allied to the growing ascendancy of scientific understandings of 

the world, made easy a developmental universalism in thinking about children and created the 

conditions for a maturationist or constructivist discourse of childhood. 

 

The developmental paradigm for childhood has subsequently taken three distinct directions, 

firstly associated with psychological understandings, including ideas of the ‘self’; secondly 

sociological understandings of children within social institutions such as the family; and thirdly, 



 
 

21 

the anthropological exploration of the child’s relationship with her cultural environment 

(Woodhead, 2009).  

 

Developmental psychology  
 

Developmental psychologists, or maturationists, (Piaget, 1971 and 1976; Kohlberg, 1981, and 

others) argue that children’s learning and development are subject to what they understand to be 

the laws of nature. Development is linear and staged, as the child ages, rising from a state of 

incompetence and dependency, through a pre-defined process, towards the achievement of 

adulthood. This ‘lens’ for child development has been used to establish a series of 

developmental milestones against which all children can be measured (Gesell, 1925). They are 

described as: 
 

Universal, rule-governed patterns of behaviour, thinking and reasoning… follow[ing] a 
predictable, stage like sequence… the emphasis was on what children have in common – 
on identifying ‘normal’ patterns of development… (Woodhead, 2009, p49). 

 

The emergence of developmental psychology was an attempt both to explain and understand the 

processes of growth and change which drive children through these stages. Early learning is 

regarded by developmental psychologists as the foundational stage in a linear process towards 

maturity. It invites a view of a ‘poor’ rather than a ‘rich’ child and closes down opportunities for 

enquiry amongst children in favour of their being passive receivers of knowledge (Dahlberg, 

Moss and Pence, 2006). 

 

A Piagetian notion of child development continues to be highly influential in establishing 

notions of achievement and progress, and how they are measured against ideas of 'normalcy' 

(Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). A desire for stability, continuity, and reassurance of an 

enduring sense of order to society drives continuing investment by educationalists and education 

policy makers in such ideas (MacNaughton, 2003).  

 

The dominance of developmental models for the acquisition of knowledge has also led to a 

dominance of the adult perspective and an emphasis on adult ‘shaping’ of childhood experience 

(Campbell and Smith, 2001; MacNaughton, 2003; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). To this 
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extent developmental psychology supports notions of the child as both a force to be controlled 

(Hobbes, 1651) and a ‘becoming’ adult (Qvortrup, 1994). It also places the child in a position of 

weakness and dependency, particularly where the child is judged to be ‘not normal’ or the 

subject of a poverty of experience created by a family which is perceived to have failed her 

(Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). 

 

Imagination, play and the child’s image of self  

 

For the child, the world of her imagination, both stimulated and satisfied through play, is one of 

the most powerful places where she gains a view of herself and of her social place (Vygotsky, 

1976; Bruce, 1997).  

 

Twentieth century theories of play are dominated by social constructivism, a developmental 

paradigm where play is considered an intrinsic part of the process of both cognitive and social 

development and, ultimately, of cultural assimilation for the child (Vygotsky, 1976; Bruner, 

1976). Imaginative play is used both to support a child’s assimilation of the rules, cultural values 

and conventions for the society she lives in, and to give her a sense of herself and her own place 

within that society. She uses the rules of behavior pertinent to her culture in her play when, for 

example, she takes on the role of mother to her doll child or doctor to her teddy patient. She 

comes to an understanding of who she is and establishes ideas of her own power and influence in 

her world through her imaginings of how to play the game of social discourse (Bruner, 1976).  

 

Opportunities for imaginative play find best expression through ‘free flow play’ (Bruce, 1991 

and 2001) where the role of the adult is to provide a ‘trigger’ and then to allow the child to 

experience, develop and control the play herself, giving her imagination full reign. The level of 

success she has and the conclusions she comes to about herself are dependent on the 

opportunities she has to observe social discourse and then to imagine the breadth of social 

situations in which they can be practiced (Bruner, 1976): 

 

[Imagination] is the rearrangement of past experiences in new and fascinating ways. The 
imagination makes images in the mind about ideas, thoughts, feelings and relationships 
with the self, others and the universe (Bruce, 2001, p4).  

 

Such arguments about the importance of imaginative play, both to the development of self-image 
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and the transference of cultural values and practices, find resonance with, though display 

important differences from, postmodern writers on the development and meaning of self 

(Holland and Lave, 2001; Edmiston, 2008). Here, arguments centre on ideas of the inter-

relationships between social positioning and personal identity created through time and social 

space. How the child both learns self-identity and uses it in the social world she occupies are 

determined by the social, political and economic milieu which surrounds her. Individual and 

collective identities interact with and influence each other (Holland and Lave, 2001). The child, 

in her imaginings and through her interactions, looks for and creates many images of herself 

(Edmiston, 2008). Postmodern ideas of identity are not fixed. The self is many different selves 

created according to the social situation and how the individual is both perceived by others and 

perceives herself. Equally, culture is not an unchanging product to be transferred from one 

generation to the next, but it is a result of relationships which scrutinise its accepted beliefs and 

practices. It is dynamic and open ended and the child’s identity is both reflected in and reflective 

of that culture. It is bound by the relationships she has with those around her and it grows 

through the communications at the centre of those relationships (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 

2006). How these ideas relate to imaginary play is where they are used to explore the social 

world for meaning:  

 

A play world begins to take form when people pretend they are actually there. The 
external actions in pretend play are the external objectifications of a world conceived in 
minds, language and interacting bodies (Edmiston, 2008, p10). 

 

Any rules are explicit. They are those imposed by adults in an attempt to introduce an adult view 

of rationality and sense of order into the imaginary and plural worlds of the child (Edmiston, 

2008).  

 

The child’s imagination is a key tool for the child in the development of identity but it is not one 

which, despite an emphasis on the importance of free flowing play, the child can be allowed to 

explore unfettered by adult concerns with cultural and behavioural transference and continuity. 

These are reflective of parental perspectives about what is important, and of wider socio-cultural 

priorities and pressures in a modernist world. They begin to move arguments about the emphasis 

of childhood towards forms of social control and an important area of my study, when research 

participants considered what were the key influences on young children and the development of 

their image of self.     
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 2.2 The Sociological Child  

 
Sitting alongside developmental discourses about childhood in the early part of the twentieth 

century are theories about children which take as their starting point the Hobbesian notion of 

control and the idea of the ‘becoming’ child but link them, not to any natural laws about how 

children might learn but rather to external stimuli offered by adults to ensure ‘correct’ behavior. 

Such theories as ‘behaviourism’, ‘social learning theory’, and ‘socialisation theory’ all describe 

learning as a process of adaptation by the child to the social and physical environment. It is 

guided by and/or coerced by the praise and the sanction of adults or, in the case of social 

learning theory, the modeling of adult behaviour. The proposition links with the idea of 

subjugation of the child and therefore positions learning alongside Hobbesian ideas of control. 

The impact on the adult role is to select behaviours to encourage and/or to model which promote 

the kind of social messages which it is considered desirable for the child to witness and 

internalise. These are adult choices to make and the child has very little control or recourse. Such 

theories offer a more structural approach to the theory of childhood, based on a view of its links 

to wider social goals.  

 

Socialisation theory  

 

The idea of the ‘promise’ of childhood and its futurity holds within it the concept of an 

‘incompetent’ child in need of adult guidance (Bourdieu, 1984; Qvortrup, 1994 and 2005; Jenks, 

1996). It also assumes a need for the control and socialisation of children because, in their un-

socialised state, they represent a potential threat (Jenks, 1996; Smith, 2011):  

 

… socialisation theory makes sense of the child as a potential and inevitable supplicant 
at the altar of the corporate rationality implicit within the social system (Jenks, 1996, 
p20). 

 

Social control and socialisation are therefore the primary focus of the adult-child relationship, 

(Parsons, 1951). The child takes on the expectations of society through transference and 

internalisation of a set of values which informs norms of social behaviour. Conformity is 

accepted by her as the natural order of things (James et al, 1998) and the direction of influence is 

apparent. Society, through the adult, shapes the individual child (Shamgar-Handelman, 1994; 
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James et al, 1998). 

 

The family, and particularly the modernist nuclear family, assumes a key role in socialisation 

theory as the mechanism by which the child is inducted into the social system and is taught to 

take on its values and norms of behaviour. Families, since the systematising pressures from 

industrialisation in the nineteenth century, have therefore become the instruments of the state in 

securing its future in a capitalist economy, even in the face of the tensions already described 

(Shamgar Handelman, 1994; Jenks, 1996). The nuclear family holds the necessary stability to 

ensure, in turn, continuing stability for the state (Bourdieu, 1984; Jenks, 1996).  

  

Parents, then, continue to be held responsible and accountable for their children. The degree to 

which these accountabilities were felt by parents themselves and the perceptions they have about 

the difficulties in meeting expectations of family life in a postmodern world offered me scope 

for further consideration with research participants. 

 

Social and cultural capital 

 

Where socialisation theory looks to the role of the family in shaping childhood, other 

structuralist ideas of the nature of childhood and the place of the child within society are linked 

to wider social and economic influences. Bourdieu (1984), when looking at how social systems 

function, extended ideas of economic capital to include what he termed social and cultural 

capital. He argued that an individual is defined by membership of a multi-dimensional social 

space, governed by the amounts of economic, cultural and social capital she possesses. Social 

origin, he argued, is therefore determined by the amount of capital from each dimension a 

child’s parents possess. Value for the individual is determined by the level of particular cultural 

capital she holds. The system works to defend its own integrity and cohesiveness through a 

process of ‘habitus’ by which a person learns and internalises the rules and expectations relating 

to cultural capital for her own ‘class fraction’. However, Bourdieu also conceded that there was 

scope for the individual to increase all forms of capital and move through the system:  

 
The chances of profit grow as capital increases in all its forms, not only the economic 
capital… or the cultural capital… but perhaps especially the social capital which... 
enables one to enter the race and stay in it (Bourdieu, 1984, p358).   
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Such ideas are rooted in a structural view dominated by ideas of a rigid class system. Their 

relevance is brought into question, however, in a postmodern world where social goals have 

been fractured and where there is a lack of recognition of any individual capacity amongst 

children themselves to use their own or their family’s social capital to change their social 

condition (Jenks, 1996; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Leonard, 2005; Morrow, 2005). Critics of 

Bourdieu argue too, that in establishing where cultural and social capital might lie, he did not 

account for the complexity of contemporary family relationships or ethnic and/or cultural 

differences in the early twenty first century. Further, the continuing dominant relationships 

which adults have with their children ensure that they will use any social capital within the 

family to reinforce their own view of children as incompetents (Qvortrup, 1994; Leonard, 2005). 

Indeed, Bourdieu’s own later ideas (1998) around competence and incompetence support the 

argument that social capital is a form of social competence (Leonard, 2005).  

 

It might be possible, then, to break into the child's eye view. However, it seems that she has 

limited capacity to break out of her habitus and create a different future for herself. Adult views 

of her competency and the particular circumstances in which she lives get in the way. The 

responsibility once again is seen to remain with adults, and most particularly the family, to 

secure her future.  

 

The capacity of families and communities in a postmodern state to take that responsibility 

forward turned out to be of considerable importance and the subject of much doubt for research 

participants in my study.  

 

Differentiation  

 

Whilst socialisation theory and Bourdieu’s social capital have their basis in wider structural 

arguments about the organisation of society it is also argued that the state of childhood itself is 

structurally important. Each child’s experience of childhood, whilst transitory and unique to 

herself, is also determined by her position in the power dynamics of the political economy 

(Qvortrup, 1999 and 2009). The state of childhood is therefore a linked but different notion to 

the development of the individual child: 
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…childhood, as the social space within which children lead their life, changes 
constantly… These changes cannot hide, however, the continuous existence and reality 
of childhood as a structural form… it has permanence (Qvortrup, 2009, p25). 
 

This idea of 'differentiation' of experience allows the separation out of children, first of all from 

adults, and then, at different times and in different situations, as representative of different 

aspects and interpretations of childhood itself. Although essentially a structuralist perspective, 

differentiation, unlike Bourdieu’s habitus, describes a complex web of connection and 

interconnection which binds social and cultural structures together in a dynamic and ever 

changing model.  

 

This idea is further developed when the child’s own social networks with her peers are taken into 

consideration and the ways in which she, through her peer relationships, both assimilates and 

reinterprets values, traditions and social practices, such that she has an ongoing impact on the 

structures which support them: 

 

Childhood is recognised as a structural form and children as social agents who 
contribute to the reproduction of childhood and society through their negotiations with 
adults and through their creative production of a series of peer cultures with other 
children (Corsaro, 2005, p44).  

 

The implications of a concept of childhood which acknowledges both the structural and the 

individual aspects of childhood experiences moves the argument on. It also proved relevant to 

my research in the context of the child’s access to the structures supporting the development of 

social policy in Scotland and her opportunity to participate.  
 

Cultural transmission   

 

When the cultural dimensions of childhood are considered in a global context and the 

contingencies of tradition, belief and custom are taken into account (Woodhead et al, 1998, 

Fleer, 2006) developmentalist ideas of universal maturation begin to be challenged.  

 

The collected works of cultural psychologists Vygotsky and Bruner are key to bridging 

developmental psychology towards the theoretical conditions for a new sociology of childhood. 

Both offer theories of development still within the developmental paradigm but they suggest a 
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socio-cultural dimension which recognises the key importance of the child’s interaction with the 

social world. Bruner’s ideas of an adult ‘scaffolder’ of children’s learning alongside Vygotsky’s 

notion of the ‘zone of proximal development’, where the adult supports the child in moving from 

her current state of learning to a new learning zone just beyond her independent reach, are both 

models of the adult’s relationship to the child’s learning which assume activity and agency for 

the child and a co-construction of learning and the learning environment (MacNaughton, 2003).  

 

Meaning making occurs through a process of cultural exchange. ‘This ‘inter-subjectivity’ is the 

process by which ‘humans come to know each other’s minds’ (Bruner, 1996, p12), an idea 

which underpins cultural psychology and the child’s view of the external world. Meaning is 

culturally contingent, and knowledge and the child’s sense of reality are socially constructed.   

 

The idea of inter-subjectivity undermines the notion of learning as a ‘one-way-street’ and 

replaces it with the notion of communities of adult and child learners who collaborate on the 

development and acquisition of knowledge (Rogoff, 1990; Bruner, 1996). Socialisation, as the 

primary focus of the adult-child relationship, has given way to a conception of the child herself 

as a potential agent of social change.  

 

In addition, a view of development which foregrounds cognitive development and which 

contends that it is based on inescapable universalisms, has become very problematic: 

 

 …development [is] the relationship between the child and society. Development is not 
something that exists within the child but rather takes place as the child interacts with 
her/his cultural community…(Fleer, 2006, p133). 

 

The idea that learning and cultural transmission and development take place through adult and 

child interchange is further developed and challenged by the concept of children’s peer cultures, 

built up by children outside the home without adult interference. These allow children to create 

meaning between themselves, without an adult catalyst. Not only is this meaning making 

influential in the world of both the adult and the child, it is argued, but it impacts on structural 

aspects of culture itself through a process of ‘interpretive reproduction’ (Corsaro, 2005). The 

child is both influenced by and is influential in her cultural values, traditions and beliefs through 

her peer networks as well as her relationships with adults.  
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The idea of children’s active agency is inherent in these arguments where eagerness to 

participate is considered as an innate, and therefore universal quality possessed by children 

(Rogoff, 1990; Bruner, 1996). However, the framework for these arguments is still located 

within a developmental paradigm where the child is in a state of becoming, even though the 

becomingness into what kind of adult is a process in which the child has some kind of say. 

Socialisation is still a central idea, even although it is regarded as a collaborative rather than a 

coercive process. Nevertheless, a bridging place has been created where developmental concepts 

are able to reach towards a model of childhood which takes the agency of children, along with its 

cultural situatedness, and begins to create a space for the emergence of a new construct.  

 

How cultural situatedness within local communities in Scotland impacted on ideas and 

experiences of childhood proved important to my research particularly when perceptions of 

relative family and community strength  resulted in  policy responses which were sharply 

different and where the agency of children went unrecognised. 

 

2.3 Structure and Agency  

 

‘Structuration  theory’ (Giddens, 1986) is an attempt to explain the symbiotic relationship 

between individual agency and the structures by which the social world is shaped, and to account 

for the myriad ways in which lives are lived in a postmodern world. It presents a challenge to the 

idea that structure can exist independently of social action and describes it as a set of rules and 

resources which allow the creation of systems of social practice:  

 

…the properties which make it possible for discernibly similar social practice to exist 
across varying spans of time and space, and which lend them ‘systemic’ form (Giddens, 
1986, p17). 

 

An individual’s use of agency has structural effects that do not relate to the initial intention. 

Over time, it impacts on social structures and changes them, such that they, in turn, influence the 

individual’s activities in the future through an interactive process. Structuration theory therefore 

opens the way for a new way of thinking and a new sociology of childhood. Children too can be 

agents who act on their social situations as well as being defined by them (James, 2009).  
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Moving away from a view of the adult-child relationship dominated by the child’s need for 

either protection or socialisation allows for a view both of her individuality and her subjectivity. 

It allows for her to respond to her social context as an agent of her own experience and for those 

experiences to be individual to her (James and Prout, 1990).  

 

The connection between the child and the social space she occupied in the community with 

which she interacted made for an interesting path for my research to follow. It was particularly 

interesting to consider the ways in which the child’s agency interacted with structural forces she 

encountered in her experiences of life, as these affected her ability to be a powerful, independent 

and competent person in her own right. 

 

2.4 The Socially Constructed Child 

 

Piaget’s ideas of maturation and the structuralist arguments of Parson’s theory of socialisation, 

both of them seen as attempts to make childhood predictable and controllable for the modern 

‘developed’ world, are simply but one way of demonstrating the contingent and essentially 

social nature of ideas of childhood: 

 

… the child is assembled intentionally to serve the purposes of supporting and 
perpetuating the fundamental grounds of and versions of humankind, action, order, 
language and rationality within particular theories (Jenks, 1996, p29). 

 

The process of social interchange is conceived of as a dynamic one in which ideas are shared 

which are of joint focus between individuals, and then taken, as each has understood them, and 

used to create new meanings and give new shapes to ideas in further interchange. Knowledge is 

therefore not only socially constructed, it is ever changing. The child is recognised as a social 

actor in that process (Jenks, 1996; James et al, 1998; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). Adults 

and children form communities of thinkers and collaborators who work together to build on each 

other’s ideas and make new connections, a process closely connected to the idea of inter-

subjectivity already discussed in the context of the cultural child (Rogoff, 1990; Bruner, 1996). 

However, it is also a process in which both children and childhood perceptions are recognised as 

qualitatively different from adults and adulthood (James et al, 1998).  
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It is further claimed by social constructionists that childhood is not a single enduring reality. 

Construction of meaning for the child comes about through a process of sharing experience. No 

two experiences can be the same. Equally, it is not possible to take a universalist view of moral 

values where value is itself a relative perception based on a social construction. Without absolute 

moral values, then, there can be no absolutes in an ideal childhood and therefore no possibility of 

a universal ‘child’ (James et al, 1998; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). 

 

The notion of the child as passive in the public arena is also rejected. If a child is involved in the 

co-construction of her world her actions must also affect those with whom she interacts. The 

socially constructed child is not the ‘becoming’, dependent or ‘incompetent’ child of the 

structuralists, but a child with power and agency, and the ability to change her social world. 

 

Those who take issue with social contructionists, including Prout in his later writings (2005), 

argue that in trying to counter the universalism of the structural child, a new reductionist 

approach has been created and a new dogma established; one which ignores the complexity of 

childhood experiences, particularly, their corporeal as well as social dimensions, and, instead, 

creates a climate of negativity around the intentions of adults (Prout, 2000; Corker and 

Shakespeare, 2002). They argue in favour of social interaction which has both a physical and a 

social presence, beyond the control of any parties, which is dynamic and endlessly complex, and 

which has no permanence as a result (Prout, 2000 and 2005; Hendrick, 2005).  

 

Later, I will discuss how I explored with research participants the notion of the ‘universal child’ 

and the extent to which there may be shared perceptions amongst adults and children 

themselves, not just about the value of childhood but also about the kinds of experiences which 

might be necessary to create an ideal childhood. 

 

Agency, rights and voice  

 

The idea of the child as a social actor is in accord with the idea of a child as an active protagonist 

(Moss and Petrie, 2002; Alderson, 2008). The power of the child to use her agency and the 

influence she is able to exercise is, however, dependent on the scope she has to make her voice 
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heard, as well as perceptions about the rights and freedoms to which she is entitled. The meaning 

and use of agency is therefore tied to recognition of children’s rights (Moss and Petrie, 2002; 

Alderson, 2008). 

 

However, the continuing dominance of notions of the child as an incompetent requiring to be 

controlled and protected has resulted in the child as a political agent being largely ignored 

(Lansdown, 2001; Wyness et al, 2004). It has supported perceptions of children’s vulnerability 

rather than strength (Qvortrup, 1994; Wyness et al, 2004). Children have little locus in or 

responsibility for public affairs and are largely invisible in public policy terms because they have 

few fora in which to make their voices heard and no effective champions to take their views 

forward (Lansdown, 2001; Wyness et al, 2004; Qvortrup, 2005; Gillis, 2009). The impact has 

been to perpetuate deficit models of childhood and effectively silence the child in the political 

world (Lansdown, 2001; Wyness et al, 2004; Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Gillis, 2009). With 

regards to UK family law and social policy children are: 

 
 … silent and muted. They are seen as incompetent, as unable to judge what is best for 
them. Their interests are identified with those of their parents, or are seen in terms of a 
future and not a present orientation. Finally, they are identified as a separate kind of 
being from adults, with their own distinct and disabling status (Thomas, 2005, p157).  

 

This perception extends to physical spaces children may legitimately occupy. A child’s lack of 

rights to occupy public spaces (James et al, 1998; Lansdown, 2001), coupled with concerns 

about her safety, has driven her inside into the private world of the home (James et al, 1998; 

Lansdown, 2001; Gillis, 2009; Guldberg, 2009). This adult concern for protection and safety is 

also expressed through an increased level of intervention by regulation and surveillance (Moss 

and Petrie, 2002; Thomas, 2005; Guldberg, 2009) representing a 'dramatic increase in agencies 

and ideologies that claim estate over the child' (Moss and Petrie, 2002, p7).  

 

However, the state and parents are still locked in a struggle over where jurisdiction for control 

lies. Even where the state takes a role it displays a partisanship towards parental rights (Thomas, 

2005). Where there is conflict between parental rights and children’s rights it is resolved by the 

rights of parents taking precedence (Lansdown, 2001). Despite its theoretical powers it is a 

reluctance by the state to intervene and bring itself into a potentially confrontational situation 

with parents which is responsible for a failure to ensure that the concept of children’s rights is 
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meaningful: 

 

Because they [children] lack autonomy, and their lives are substantially circumscribed 
by the adults who have responsibility for them, there is a clear onus on the state to 
intervene actively to protect those rights (Lansdown, 2001, p94). 

 

It is not enough, then, in developing a rights-based approach to the development of state policy 

and practice for children, to look at individual rights or indeed children’s rights per se, in 

isolation because the rights of the child are mediated through the adult world (Alderson, 2008).  

 

The extent to which children’s rights are recognised in the policy framework for early years in 

postmodern Scotland is fundamental to children’s ability to participate in a social democracy. So 

too are the opportunities which are available to young children to exercise their rights where 

policy directly impacts on their lives. I will discuss later how I explored such opportunities with 

research participants.  

  

Agency, rights and power 

 

Agency implies power, since it involves decisions to act or not to act and, by so doing, to ‘make 

a difference’ (Giddens, 1986, p14). In addition, the individual always has choice (Foucault, 

1971) and has the power and the resources to act on her own environment, ‘whereby those who 

are subordinate can influence the activities of their superiors’ (Giddens, 1986, p16). 

 

Perceptions of increased power and agency of children in the context of their rights are brought 

into question when considering the degree of control and sense of power which children 

experience in situations which impact directly on their lives. Whilst it is argued there is a 

symbolic power, based in their rights, it is not a power which children themselves necessarily 

feel (Tisdall and Hill, 2005; Jensen, 2009).   

 

The social position of children and the extent to which they can be expected to obey the 

authority of their parents or that of the state is the basis for consideration of the relationship 

between a child’s agency and power. A continuing view that children who are allowed power to 

exercise their rights will become a social threat, has resulted in antipathy towards the children’s 
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rights agenda and therefore limited the impact of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) (1989) in changing the power balance between adults and children (Lansdown, 2001). 

In addition, an inherent conflict between the idea of children's power and competence in 

achieving their rights, and the responsibilities of the state and parents to act in what they 

consider to be the child’s best interests, ensures the continuation of an unequal power 

relationship in which the adult is destined to win out (Thomas, 2005).  

 

In this thesis I will discuss my exploration with young children of the ways in which they 

perceived they could exercise power and take responsibility for their own lives, especially when 

compared to the perceptions of the adults with whom they interacted.  

 

Agency and participation 

 

The philosophical underpinnings of the UNCRC allow rights for children in the context of 

democracy and citizenship (Moss and Petrie, 2002). Giving children rights bestows 

responsibilities on adults to recognise them as people with their own membership entitlements in 

society:  

 

Our own position is of children's rights within a model of citizenship and democracy… 
adults and children… listen to the concerns of others and take other's concerns into 
account. In citizenship, speaking out and listening attentively are both implicated (Moss 
and Petrie, 2002, p105) 

  

The use of agency is implicit in the idea of a participating child. However, the degree to which 

children are able to participate is dependent on adult perceptions of a child’s capacity and 

acceptance of the value of their contribution to society. How powerful and effective children can 

be is dependent on the ways and the level to which they access the means to make themselves 

heard and the degree to which attempts at inclusiveness are successful (Tisdall and Davis, 2004). 

The implication of successful participation which leads to change in the levels and range of 

inclusion may therefore be a power shift from the adult to the child.  

 

In relation to children’s power and voice, the issue of competence is at the core (Kirby and 

Woodhead, 2003; Hill et al, 2004, Lancaster, 2010). The degree to which the competence of the 

child is accepted, as has been argued throughout this chapter, is linked itself to ideas of 
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protection where adult perceptions of their role may come into conflict with children’s agency 

and work against recognition of their competency. This is especially the case where there is 

disagreement between adults and children about the level or need for protection. Participation 

should not be considered as in the gift of adults but, rather, offered by children through their 

contributions and the use of their own agency for adults to accept (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Kirby 

and Woodhead, 2003).   

 

In the ‘developed’ world the link between children’s rights discourses and the development of 

the child as social actor has primarily taken place in the context of postmodern ideas of diversity, 

freedom and choice: 

 

These constructions of children as participants in society… [are] almost impossible to 
resist in modern democratic societies, because the subject that is produced in this way is 
linked to values such as liberty, human rights, social equality, democracy, development 
and progress… (Kjorholt, 2007).   

 

Understandings in postmodern Scotland of the ways in which children can participate in civic 

society, especially as these are articulated in the policy context for early years, will form part of 

the later discussion in this thesis.  

 

2.5 Post-structural Childhood 

 

The predictability, social stability and homogeneity of the modern age of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries has been replaced, in the postmodern age, by a myriad of ways in 

which people use individual and collective time available to them. A firm belief in shared higher 

goals of modernism has given way to a diversification of social goals linked to equally diverse 

lifestyles and a growth in prominence of the individual view (Jenks, 1996; Dahlberg, Moss and 

Pence, 2006).  

 

Discursive spaces and pluralism 

 

Concern with the responsibilities and competencies of parents neglects the agency, power and 

rights possessed by children themselves (James et al, 1998; Lansdown, 2001; Moss and Petrie, 

2002; Wyness, et al, 2004; Thomas, 2005).  The collective power and potential of local 
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communities to support children in using their power is not recognised (Moss and Petrie, 2002), 

and neither is the potential for the child to be a contributing citizen herself, using her power for 

the common good in recognition of her part in the human state of inter-dependency (Dunne, 

2006).  

 

It is not the person, whether it is the adult or the child, who gives meaning to social life but it is 

the relationships between people which generate the creative energy to take communities 

forward in supporting their children. This perspective is one which 'decentre[s] the family, 

recognising that childhood is lived in a variety of settings, each with its own set of relationships' 

(Moss and Petrie, 2002, p103). There is no uniformity; there are no ‘social fractions’ (Bourdieu, 

1984) within a concept where the infinite variety of social relationships is considered as at the 

heart of childhood experiences. It is a philosophy of childhood very different from the idea of 

the incompetent child because it promulgates the notion of the ‘rich child’ (Casagnetti,1995; 

Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Dunne, 2006): 

 

Children have the right to be recognised as subjects of individual, legal, civil and social 
rights; as both source and constructors of their own experience, and thus active 
participants in the organisation of their identities, abilities and autonomy, through 
relationships and interaction with their peers, with adults, with ideas, with objects and 
with the real and imaginary events of intercommunicating worlds (from ‘Charter of 
Rights’, Reggio Emilia, Castagnetti et al, 1995).  

 

The argument presents an alternative view of children where childhood is recognised as a stage 

in life with its own intrinsic value. The notion that childhood is an investment made by adults in 

some future society where its only meaning comes from its relationship to adulthood no longer 

has validity when the immediacy of the child’s experience is recognised as of value in and of 

itself (Moss and Petrie, 2002). Instead, childhood is lived through a series of discursive spaces in 

which the child is an agent alongside other members of her community, building a childhood 

experience which is reliant on a series of inter-dependent relationships, and where any idea of 

undisputed universal truth about childhood experience is denied.  

 

Post-structuralists argue that any particular view of childhood is just one discourse amongst 

many. The controlled or the natural child, or the developing or the socially constructed child, are 

but a few of  both present and future discourses (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). This allows 

us to ‘begin to see how adopting a particular image of childhood implies that we need to act 



 
 

37 

towards children in a particular way’ (Stainton-Rogers 2001, p29) based in assumptions of what 

childhood should look like.  Through accepting a pluralist analysis, there is an acceptance that 

there will always be different ways of seeing and understanding the same social phenomena and 

that no one way is necessarily any better than any other: 

 
Pluralism is about encouraging these different positions to be expressed, and finding 
ways of managing conflicting views in a constructive manner that shows respect for 
diversity. It is also about tolerating uncertainty and recognising that it is often 
impossible to find neat or comfortable resolutions between competing interests 
(Stainton-Rogers, 2001, p31).   

 

Post-structural ideas of childhood, then, raise the possibility of a conflict across three broad 

concepts discussed in this chapter. Firstly, the idea that children represent continuity with and 

connection to stability; secondly, a continuing structuralist notion that investment in children is a 

way of safeguarding a collective future, and, finally, the idea that a child’s use of agency and the 

growth of individualism precludes any collective outcome. At the heart of all three are 

continuing differences in perceptions of the value of childhood and, consequently, of the links to 

ways of exercising power and control over and by children themselves (Dahlberg, Moss and 

Pence, 2006).  

 

The idea of changing, sometimes connected and sometimes disconnected, social constructs of 

childhood is important because it has implications for the way in which adults relate to children 

and especially how they consider they must work with them (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). 

 
Ideas of children’s competence, their rights to and opportunities for participation, the 

expectations about the ways in which they will take on their roles in society, and the influences 

on these expectations are all affected by perceptions about the role and nature of childhood itself.  

 

Neo-liberalism and inter-generationalism 

 

A socially constructed childhood, linked with an acceptance of the agency of children, is part of 

a postmodern understanding of society which has emerged in the late twentieth and early twenty 

first centuries from the outward fracturing of homogeneity in ideas of progress and the values of 

the modern era (Jenks, 1996). It has manifested itself particularly in new recognitions of a 
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plurality and diversity of experience of childhood (Qvortrup, 2005), and in the perceived decline 

of the power and influence of the nuclear family.  

 

Modern structural forces towards individualism, when taken alongside the development of a 

rights agenda and the perceived decline in the explicit influences of the family (Zeiher, 2009) 

have led to less overt control over children and a greater expectation of the child’s use of self-

control and self-restraint ((James et al, 1998; Jenks, 2000; Thomas, 2005; Zeiher, 2009; Mayall 

2009). However, children’s lives continue to be influenced by such larger forces and how these 

are felt and interpreted by their families: 

  

Wider social forces influence parent’s control over their children’s days… in the shape 
of supervision and restriction. Relational processes work downwards from large-scale 
trends, mediated by parental behaviour to shape children’s lives (Mayall, 2009, p44-45). 

 

The continuing idea of the vulnerable child and the continuing control of the child by the state 

and by parents appears in direct contradiction with the idea of the powerful, self-regulating child 

of the social constructionists. The inter-relationships between the conceptual framework for 

childhood itself, the social policy environment surrounding the child, and perceptions about the 

role of the family and the familial position of the child herself would appear to work against her. 

However, these do not preclude the idea of a powerful child or the use of a child’s agency 

(Mayall, 2002 and 2009), even in the context of such powerful external forces. Rather, the 

realisation of the rights of the child is intrinsically linked to the relational position of the child to 

her family and to society (Mayall, 2009). It is an explicitly recognised and structural relationship 

between the family and the state which takes on the task of bringing up children. Importance is 

attached to the generational aspects of family life and the impetus for socialisation is structurally 

based. It is not in society’s long-term interests for there to be a disconnection between the home 

and the state in the pursuit of social and economic intentions. The parent-state relationship and 

concepts of childhood themselves are not therefore static, but rather are interactional and subject 

to change. Children’s use of their own agency is not an incompatible idea to this relational view 

of the way in which the state, the family and the child play out their roles, so long as it can be 

seen that it is in the interests of all three and the maintaining of inter-generational links and 

continuities within the family and other social structures (Mayall, 2009). It is, however, an 

argument which is accepting of a subordinate role for children  and one which takes a structural 

rather than an individual view of childhood (James, 2009). 
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The complexities of ideas of childhood and how they relate to wider social and economic 

constructs in a postmodern world challenge the emphasis of the social constructionist model on 

purely social discourse: 

 

Childhood… is heterogeneous, complex and emergent, and, because this is so, its 
understanding requires a broad set of intellectual resources, an interdisciplinary 
approach, and an open minded process of enquiry (Prout, 2005, p1). 

 

The question of who decides what social and economic interests are paramount, how these relate 

to priorities for the state, for families and for children themselves and, ultimately, how they 

impact on family relationships was of central importance to research participants in my study 

when they considered where the threats to children’s experiences of  childhoods emanated from. 

  

2.6 Summary of  Conceptual Framework for Early Childhood 

 

My research focussed on bringing together what are considered to be the structural 

commonalities of childhood with the experiential uniqueness for each child, using voice, agency 

and participation. I emphasised the ways in which a child might use these in building her own 

experience, at the same time as recognising that they are culturally determined and contingent on 

wider structurally based understandings. 

 

I have further refined my research ideas as a result of this literature review and I have focussed, 

as earlier argued, on:   

   • the child in her home and family and the perceived privatisation of her life 

   • the child in her community as a participating actor in the social environment 

   • the child in the wider world with the power and the competence to  take responsibility 

and make decisions 

   • the child in her imagination and influences on development of self-image. 

 

The child in her family: A private life in the home 

 

Much has been made of the notion that children disappeared from public life post the industrial 
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revolution in the ‘developed’ world (Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005). It has been argued that 

attempts to control and socialise children subsequently led to struggles between the state, 

dominated by middle class values and interests, and parents, particularly those living further 

away from the seat of power (Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005). Critics of socialisation theory 

have considered this conflict as manifesting itself in the adult-child relationship within the 

family, resulting in coercive relationships which thwarted the child’s own perspective (Parsons, 

1951; Jenks, 1996). However, the extent to which this might have been the case has now been 

brought into question as the homogeneity of the structural age of modernism has given way to 

new understandings and experiences of relationships within diverse family situations. It is 

argued that these are built on ideas of participation, agency, choice, individualism, and the 

democratisation of the adult-child relationship (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Kjorholt, 2007). 

 

 The ways in which the child experiences family life is a key area for investigation in my 

research, particularly in relation to where responsibility and accountability lie for ensuring 

positive childhood experiences and the capacity of families to deliver.    

 

The child in her community: Participating actor in her social environment 

 

The structuralist perspective is that children’s capacity to participate in the wider life of their 

communities is dependent on predefinitions of child roles, the structural position of the family 

(Bourdieu, 1984), and enduring and robust communities in which to operate. Social 

constructionists, on the other hand, argue that these things are socially and culturally contingent 

and the individual child is an active participant in a dynamic and ever changing social 

environment where she has the agency to be a social actor in her community on her terms (James 

et al, 1998). Postmodern arguments contend that social stability is no longer present and a 

dependency model of childhood is no longer appropriate. The extension of democratic principles 

of engagement to children in the early years of the twenty first century has created conditions 

where it is argued, children should be able to participate and make their voices not only heard, 

but count, through the full use of the range of discursive spaces they occupy (Lansdown, 2001; 

Moss and Petrie, 2002; Thomas, 2005). 

 

Perceptions about the child as a civic actor and participant in her own community and the ways 

in which she is enabled to realise her potential are of central importance to my research. A 
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consideration of the degree to which children can impact on and influence their own experiences 

of childhood in the context of the wider social environment  represented by their communities is 

required. 

 

The child and her peers in the wider world: Competence and power 

 

Developmental theories for children’s learning and social competence are based on notions of 

childhood dependency and confinement in an adult controlled environment (Hobbes, 1651; 

MacNaughton, 2003). They keep childhood experiences firmly in the view of adults and are 

linked to ideas of adult power and children’s incompetence (Qvortrup, 2005). These ideas are in 

conflict with an alternative notion of the free child, able to explore and make her own choices, 

learning from nature along with her peers (Rousseau, 1762). They are also a long way removed 

from the postmodern notion of the importance of the ‘now’ of childhood over its ‘futurity’ 

(Jenks, 1996; Moss and Petrie, 2002). 

 

Ultimately, the idea of a powerful child who is competent and able to make decisions about her 

own life using her own agency and developing her own independent sense of self (James et al, 

1998) is, at once, both a threat to and a necessity in the continuation of society.  

 

My research questions address such an apparent conundrum, alongside an exploration of 

children’s experiences in exercising their right to freedom and responsibility in the use of their 

own spaces along with their peers.  

 

The child in her imagination: Development of self-image 

 

 Much has been written in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries about the 

‘disappearance’ of childhood (Postman 1994) and the ‘toxicity’ of childhood experiences in the 

postmodern world (Palmer 2006; Guldberg, 2009). Such writings describe the imagination, as it 

affects a child’s struggle to find herself, as under attack.  

 

It is clear, from arguments presented earlier in this chapter, that perceptions about opportunities 

for the development of the imagination and its links to the development of a self-image in 
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childhood are dependent on understandings of broader theoretical perspectives. These are 

associated with continuing pre-sociological developmental theories of play and its importance to 

the development of imagination (Bruner, 1973; Vygotsky, 1973), structural perspectives 

associated with socialisation, dependency and the conformity of self to social norms (Parsons, 

1951; Bourdieu, 1984), and postmodern theories of a socially constructed and dynamic child 

living in a pluralist society where there may be few enduring images of childhood (James et al, 

1998; Moss and Petrie, 2002; Stainton-Rogers, 2001; Mayall, 2009).  

 

My research allows for further consideration of a child’s play, the opportunities she has for use 

of her imagination, how these reflect her lived experiences and the development of her own self-

image; particularly in the context of the pressures and outside influences they come under from 

the commercial world and from family and community.  

 

In summary, an exploration of the literature on early childhood has left me with questions 

associated with ideas of childhood itself. They relate to whether, in Scotland, there are enduring 

and universally accepted ideas of what early childhood should ideally look like and, if so, how 

these ideas might be reflected in the lived experiences of children, their families and 

communities in a postmodern world.  

 

As has been argued in this chapter, childhood experiences are inextricably bound up with the 

wider social, economic and political environments within which children live. They find 

expression in the surrounding policy framework.  It is now time to move on to a consideration of 

the policy environment which surrounds ideas of early childhood and the framework it provides 

in which lived experiences of childhood can be understood.  
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Chapter Three  
 

Literature Review: Development of Policy in the Postmodern State  
  
Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter I reviewed the theory associated with the child in her family and 

community. I gave some consideration to the notion of the child herself as an active and 

enterprising participant in civic society. Such an idea suggests recognition and use of the child’s 

strengths, agency and competence in ways which go beyond dominant perceptions of the 

‘legitimate’ pre-occupations of childhood. Yet, as children inevitably explore their capacities 

and challenge these dominant perceptions, their attempts may be met by constraints imposed by 

society’s understanding of what their rights are and the degree to which they might be allowed to 

exercise them. These constraints find expression in the policy environment created around the 

child and, particularly, the ability of the child to influence it. Questions are raised regarding the 

nature of the postmodern state, how policy is formulated within such states, in whose interests, 

and the place of children within the area of policy development which ultimately affects their 

experiences of childhood. This chapter concerns itself with the theory associated with these 

questions in an attempt to give some insight into the policy framework around the creation of 

childhood experiences themselves, particularly in Scotland, and the ways in which it impacts on 

them through the adults who surround them. 

 

Policy is also inevitably impacted by prevailing ideas of the family and the relationship between 

the family and the state (James and James, 2004). As argued in the previous chapter, 

considerable shifts have taken place in this relationship as wider social and economic 

movements have made their mark on ideas of the place and functions of children and the family 

in society (Jenks, 1996; Hendrick, 2005). In the mid twentieth century across the UK, that 

relationship was dominated by welfarist approaches and attempts to create a kind of social 

democracy in which the welfare of the family, including the child, was the predominant concern 

of the state (Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Moss, 2007; Redmond, 2010). The 

monetarist policies of Thatcher, with their emphasis on self-interested ‘Reagonomics’, in the 

later part of the twentieth century were in direct opposition to social democracy. Their ultimate 
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rejection by the UK electorate led to the politics of New Labour and the Third Way (Giddens, 

2000) in the closing decade of the century and the beginning of the twenty-first. This was a 

highly contested attempt (Garrett, 2009) to find a middle course between monetarism, on the one 

hand, and traditional forms of socialism on the other, in the interests of a mixed economy 

supported by ideas of social justice and welfare. 

 

The latter half of the twentieth century also saw the rise of feminism and the development of 

‘second wave’ feminist politics as women argued for equal economic, social and political rights 

and representation. Their increasing presence in the labour market was reflected in a new policy 

emphasis on ensuring their capacity to contribute as members of the workforce, including the 

development of childcare policy. The level of policy success in ensuring social and economic 

equality for women is, however, contested (IPPR Report, 2013). 

 

Alongside such shared conceptual shifts between Scotland and England leading to the 

development of broadly similar economic and social goals, it is argued that there has also been 

considerable divergence in thinking between the two countries, created by different and distinct 

historical influences in both countries and particularly in Scotland itself (Devine, 2010).  These 

have been primarily driven by a social, economic and political history in Scotland in the last two 

centuries dominated, first of all, by an openly opportunistic, commercial and entrepreneurial 

relationship with countries of the British Empire, where Scotland made a disproportionate 

impact, relative to its population size (Colley, 2005), and, secondly, with a socialist ideal 

comprehensively outlined by Robert Owen (1816 and 1842) and taken forward by those such as 

Kier Hardie and others in the socialist movement. Owen argued the existence of a complex 

relationship between the individual and society in which each held obligations to the other in the 

interests of health, happiness and fulfillment of the individual and the strength and cohesion of 

an inclusive and fair society. It was a symbiotic relationship with responsibilities and obligations 

on both sides for both the individual and the collective good: 

 

The individual is… a material of nature, finished and fashioned by the society in which 
it lives… and by the influence of other external circumstances with which the individual 
is surrounded (Owen, 1842, p37). 

 

The espousal of his ideas has manifested itself throughout the last two centuries, in such 

movements as Owen’s own work at New Lanark, the militant egalitarianism of the Red 



 
 

45 

Clydesiders of the early twentieth century, the ‘work-in’ at Upper Clyde Shipbuilders of 1971, 

the Scottish resistance to the monetarist policies of the Thatcher governments, and the 

subsequent waning of support for the Scottish Conservative Party.  

 

The collective effect of such a lengthy history of, and importance attached to, social values has 

been the ‘most potent and recurring myths [circulating] in Scotland… a sense of and 

commitment to egalitarianism, collectivism and social justice’ (Mooney and Scott, 2012, p2).  

 

The advent of devolution has seen Scottish social ideals move even further away from those of 

England as the Scottish Government has taken control of much of its social policies through its 

devolved responsibilities. This has seen divergence from England in relation to health, social 

welfare and education policies designed for social inclusion, and a continuing emphasis in 

Scotland on ideas of social justice (Hill et al, 2004; Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher, 2008; Bunt, 

Harris and Puttick, 2010, Mooney and Scott, 2012), as evidenced by their underpinning of the 

Christie Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services (2011): 

 

In developing new patterns of service provision, public service organisations should 
increasingly develop and adapt positive approaches which build services around people 
and communities, their needs, aspirations capacities and skills…(Christie Commission, 
2011, p72). 

 
However, the actual impact, beyond the rhetoric of social justice in Scotland, is the subject of 

considerable contest, as health, social and economic inequalities grow ever larger (Mooney and 

Scott, 2012; Morelli and Seaman, 2012): 

 

… in so far as policy makers have sought to address health inequalities [in Scotland] 
principally through an elevation of health service ‘solutions’ alongside an increased 
‘responsibilisation’ of individuals with regards to healthy life choices, they have failed 
to deliver a more socially just society in health terms (Poole, 2012, p113). 

 

Despite these divergences and a continuing adherence, in Scotland to the ideals of social justice, 

both Scottish and English conceptual understandings of social and economic priorities are 

inescapably and deeply affected by global economic forces of the late twentieth and early twenty 

first centuries. These are driving developed world governments towards ever greater 

consideration of world markets and key strategic and transnational economic alliances (Dahlberg 

and Moss, 2005; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Smith, 2011), and are most obviously 
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expressed in the ideas of neo-liberalism (Hayek, 1944 and 1998, Friedman, 1990 and 2002). It is 

on these conceptual ideas about the relationship between neo-liberal economics and the ways in 

which society organises itself to support its children and families that I intend to focus in this 

thesis. They are ideas which are closely allied to ideas of children’s power, agency and 

participation already discussed in the previous chapter.   

 

3.1 Neo-liberalism and ‘Destatisation’ in the Postmodern State 

 

Neo-liberalism represents a desire to return from a perceived move towards welfarism in the 

twentieth century, based in Keynesian economics, to nineteenth century liberal laissez-faire 

values of freedom of the individual and free trade (Hayek, 1944 and 1988; Friedman, 1990 and 

2002). It is a refutation of the Hobbesian idea of a civic society built in defense of collective 

ideas of mutuality and benefit against the self-interested individual. Proponents resist big 

government and the interference of the state in the lives of individuals claiming that the state is 

coercive, even when it has a declared intention to protect the vulnerable through mechanisms 

such as the welfare state. Such intentions are considered to be imposed to constrain economic 

forces where the welfare state is regarded as the enemy of a free market (Hayek, 1944 and 1988; 

Friedman, 1990 and 2002): 

 

A major source of objection to a free economy is precisely that... it gives people what 
they want instead of what a particular group thinks they ought to want. Underlying most 
arguments against the free market is a lack of belief in freedom itself (Friedman, 2002, 
p15). 

 

Self-advancement through enterprise is something to be striven for with as little outside 

interference from government as possible. Ideas of democracy and political freedom are 

inextricably linked with economic freedom: 

 

[There is] no example in time or place of a society that has been marked by a large 
measure of political freedom and that has not also used something comparable to a free 
market to organise the bulk of economic activity (Friedman, 2002, p9).  

 

The impact on government of neo-liberalism is a move to deregulate, reduce bureaucracy, 

develop leadership strength over management responsibility, and develop a flexible 

infrastructure for employment and funding to support innovation and commerce (Ball, 2006; 
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Apple, 2011). The impact is not just confined to the commercial world, however, but the values 

and principles have also spilled over into public sector services and the government itself: 

 

The neo-liberal strategy… for the public sector involves privatisation, liberalisation and 
the imposition of commercial criteria in any residual state sector (Ball, 2006, p10). 

 

 ‘Destatisation’ (Ball, 2010) in the postmodern state is the end result of a process by which a 

large and monolithic state is replaced by small central government. Governments in the late 

twentieth and early twenty first centuries in the developed world are increasingly characterised 

by an underpinning set of values and principles which promote enterprise, creativity, 

entrepreneurship, the interests of the individual and competition, over older and, neo-liberals 

would claim, socialist values of collective responsibility, the common good and a sense of 

community (Ozga, 2000; Tett, 2006; Smith, 2011).  

 

The process of ‘destatisation’ has, it is claimed, been very deliberate, and has led to a 

dismantling of overt state apparatus used in direct planning and delivery of services, in favour of 

new partnership and contractual arrangements with private and voluntary providers and other 

agencies (Ozga, 2000; Labaree, 2007; Ball, 2006 and 2010; Smith, 2011; Apple, 2011). This has 

resulted in diversification of provision, bringing new voices to decision making.  

 

New governance arrangements include a wide range of key stakeholders working together to 

further state objectives. Government is not giving up control. Instead, the concept of statehood is 

shifting from a single monolithic structure, exercising power and authority from the centre, to 

one which manipulates and controls through a series of networks or ‘heterarchies’ (Ball, 2010), 

making them accountable to each other, the client/customer, and the state, for their performance: 

 

… in general terms…increasingly the state contracts and monitors…using the mundane 
practice of ‘performance’ measurements, benchmarking and targeting... New forms of 
power, authority and subjectivity are brought to bear in shaping governable domains and 
governable persons (Ball, 2010, p158).    

  

Central to the success of state efforts to decentralise are also the ideas of the self-regulating 

citizen and the governable subject. The process by which expectations of the normal can be 

internalised by the individual and used as a mechanism for self-regulation allows governments to 
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exercise power through the ‘hands off’ approaches inherent in the ideas of neo-liberalism: 

 

Containing inherent limits to the direct control of personal behaviour, neo-liberalism is 
predicated upon the willingness and capacity of autonomous individuals to ‘choose’ to 
exercise responsible government (Smith, 2011, p25). 

 

Much of the effort of neo-liberal governments therefore goes into creating such willingness and 

capacity from earliest childhood (Moss, 2007; Smith 2011). The relationship between the state 

and the individual is assumed to be one of unconscious compliance. External forces of 

socialisation have been replaced by a concept of ‘self-socialisation’:  

 

… the self-socialising child appears as a form of ‘governable child subject’ constituted 
via strategies which aim to draw upon children’s [new recognised] capacities for self-
regulation (Smith, 2011, p29).  

 

Where self-socialisation is linked to values of enterprise and choice (Smith, 2011), education 

and educative processes must facilitate the development of the individual entrepreneurial self, or 

the ‘self-actualising’ child (Maslow, 1943; James et al, 1998) able to fulfill her potential. It links 

the new sociology of childhood intrinsically to a much wider social and economic discourse 

about capital and consumerism (Smith, 2011).  

 

Yet, there is a tension between the individualist idea of the self-actualising, self-regulating child 

and the collectivist and inclusive ideas of social democracy. The dilemma for childhood studies, 

and the social constructionist paradigm in particular, is therefore how to integrate ideas of the 

importance of the self and agency of the child with concepts of inclusion, collectivism and 

ultimately democracy itself. 

  

Later, I will discuss my research participants’ perceptions of the impact of wider social and 

economic pressures on childhood experiences, and the opportunities open to children in Scotland 

to use their agency towards inclusion in a social democracy. 
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3.2 Governance and Power 

 
The individual, as a democratic citizen, is part of a collective which makes collective choices 

about what is perceived to be best for the group (Moss, 2007). The democratic process makes 

spaces where these choices can be made. It is a way of making decisions which is open and 

critical and looks at practice with a view to change through legislation and policy where it is 

thought necessary (Moss, 2007). The distinction between this notion of citizenship in democracy 

and the concept of a consumer citizen in a market driven economy making individual choices 

(Apple, 2011), is important. Individual choice, it is argued, does not sit well with collective 

decision-making.  

 

It is the rise of the consumer citizen which has seen a move from ‘big government’ to 

governance and civic participation through the use of partnerships, based in the notion of 

stakeholdership (Tisdall and Hill, 2010). Understanding the resulting dynamic relationship 

between the individual, power and governance is key to understanding its impact on policy 

development.   

 

It is only in exercising power that it has meaning (Gallagher, 2008). Power is seen through 

relationships between people and the degrees of control they are able to exercise over dominant 

discourses and ‘regimes of truth’ (Foucault, 1991). It is relatively distributed through these 

relationships and is used and felt by degree according to the ways in which individuals and 

communities interact with each other.  Power, then, is not an idea based in coercion of one group 

by another but, rather, it is diffuse, expressed in all relationships and is ever present in the 

language of society (Foucault, 1991). ‘Truth’ is understood as a product of the power/knowledge 

relationship. As power can be exercised by everyone through their relationships, and what is 

regarded as knowledge comes with that power, so ideas of ‘truth’ keep shifting as power 

relationships ebb and flow. The impact is seen not just at the level of individual relationships, 

but at a level of governance too (Gallagher, 2008; Zeiher, 2009; Smith, 2011).  

 

For children, then, participation is not the result of adults who have power giving some of it 

away to children but, rather, it is suggested, it comes about through adults’ and children’s 

relationships and interactions over time (Gallagher, 2008). 
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The idea of the governable subject in a neo-liberal democracy has derived from ideas of the 

relationship between power and knowledge. In relation to the child as governable subject, it has 

centred on philosophical arguments about the nature of childhood itself, from the ‘controlled 

child’ and the ‘natural child’ through to the ‘maturing child’ and ultimately the competent, 

participative, self-actualising child described in the previous chapter.  These central concepts 

give different accounts of the relationship between the objectives of the state and the degree to 

which the child is able to interact with these, dependent on the level of power which it is 

recognised the child holds and the degree of responsibility with which it is perceived she will 

exercise it. (Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005 and 2007; Smith, 2011).   

 

The development in the late twentieth century of the children’s rights agenda has allowed a new 

view of the child’s role in participative democracy, especially when considered alongside the 

idea of the self-actualising child of neo-liberalism: 

 

…evidence suggests that ideas about children’s competence and agency have been taken 
up… in ways which resonate strongly with the idea of the self-maximising, 
entrepreneurial subject of neo-liberal …thought (Smith, 2011, p30). 
 

 
The linking of power to participation rights in the socially constructed child creates theoretical 

opportunities for her as a subject. However, in trying to use her power to claim her democratic 

rights, she has had a minimal impact in effecting real change in social policy (Tisdall and Davis, 

2004; Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005 and 2007) because she has few mechanisms open to her to 

engage in direct political debate with governments about issues of concern to her. As things 

stand, children are largely excluded from participation in the mainstream of civic life because 

they are, as a generation, defined as separate from and subordinate to adults and have few 

immediate ways of redressing the inherent power imbalance which that relationship contains 

(Hill et al, 2004; Thomas, 2007). However, it will be through the use of these generational 

relationships to build power that mechanisms for participation will ultimately develop and 

opportunities will be created so children are able to lay claim to their rights (Gallagher, 2008). 

 

The collision between ideas of childhood which emphasis the agency of the child and her power 

to affect her world and the apparent lack of power she experiences in exercising her rights as 
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part of the democratic process is problematic for social constructionism, and ultimately for the 

pursuit of neo-liberalist forms of government. I considered these contradictions through 

discussing with participants in my research existing aspirations for childhood in Scotland, and 

how these related to lived experiences of power relationships between children and their 

surrounding adults.   

 

3.3 Policy Making in a Postmodern State 

 

Policy is socially constructed, explaining both its diverse range and the myriad of ways in which 

it is interpreted and understood by those who implement it. It is culturally situated and involves 

shared understandings developed through joint activity and engagement of key stakeholders.  It 

is also the product of a set of power dynamics involving key stakeholders, the outcome of which 

will reflect the dominant view of those with the greatest power. This is determined by those with 

the greatest economic and/or social capital (Levison et al, 2009). Discussions of policy 

formation must therefore consider the dynamics of power, the interests of those with the 

dominant power, how policy then reflects them and how principles of social justice might be 

included (Levison et al, 2009).  

 

There is general agreement that the state is dominant in its control of policy and that those with 

the greatest power within the state use it to maintain their position (Foucault, 1971; Ball, 2010; 

Apple, 2011). Economic power lies with those with dominant interests in the market and 

political forces have aligned themselves with these interests because it is a way of maintaining 

power at the centre of the state. The response of the state has therefore been to develop policy to 

introduce market values into public services, including the education system, at the expense of 

ideas of public service (Ozga, 2000; Ball, 2006; Labaree, 2007; Apple, 2011).  

 

Policy is not an imposition but rather it is a reflection of the dominant discourse and cannot be 

separated from the existing power relationships which shape it. All that are affected by policy 

are part of the discourse and each occupies a power position within it which dictates how any 

policy is then experienced (Ball, 2006). Where policy impacts on children and childhood, 

regulation and the law are used to frame and shape the childhood experience to fit with dominant 

ideas of what childhood should be and how it must ‘fit’ with the requirements and the views of 

those with power (James and James, 2004). 
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However, these structural influences sit alongside the actual and unique experiences of children 

themselves. How they are influenced by the controls such forces impose will be dependent on a 

set of unique circumstances pertaining to each child. How they engage will determine whether 

children themselves act as agents for continuity or agents for change: 

 

… childhood is both united by a set of common and shared experiences and yet, at the 
same time is fragmented by the diversities of children’s everyday lives… Structure and 
agency combine during childhood in the process of social and cultural reproduction 
(James and James, 2004, p 7-8).  

 

Governments have looked to gain support for the introduction of neo-liberal ideas into education 

policy from all those with a stake in the education system, including the introduction of new 

modes of governance, new partnerships and the introduction of a range of new stakeholders. The 

state has also created the policy environment by which partners will self-manage a marketised 

education service through the development of networks of these stakeholders and a requirement 

to report against agreed outcomes and indicators. Education has become a commodity which can 

be broken down into its constituent parts ready to be quality controlled through the imposition of 

sets of standardised indicators (Dahlberg and Moss, 2004; Ball, 2006; Apple, 2011). In the 

development of new ‘heterarchies’ for governance (Ball, 2010) new perspectives and new ways 

of thinking have been introduced into policy production which have legitimated ‘new values and 

new modes of action… and new forms of moral authority… old forms of moral authority are 

diminished and derided’ (Ball, 2010, p159). 

 

Any realisation of policy is characterised by dynamic exchange at the interface between those 

who formulate it and those who implement it. Interpretation on the ground may not comply with 

the original intentions of policy makers (Ozga, 2000). It is a complex and evolving process and 

involves subtleties of interaction between people who, in the absence of a common moral value 

base, have different perspectives on policy objectives (Ozga, 2000; Ball, 2010). In a marketised 

policy environment the capacity for mismatch between policy goals, conservative professional 

values and vested interests in education are considerable (Ozga, 2000; Ball, 2006; Apple, 2011).  

 

I have considered these new stakeholders, who must include children themselves, in my research 

and focussed on how they have been introduced, what interests they have in the education 
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system and how the state continues to use its power to achieve its objectives in this new 

environment of governance rather than government. 

 

3.4 Policy Making and Stakeholder Theory 

 

The answer, in the neo-liberal world of globalisation and diversification, to the question of how 

to keep a connection between business practice and the markets on the one hand, and consumer 

values and linked social structures on the other, is to embrace the notion of stakeholders 

(Freeman et al, 2010). At the heart of such an argument is the idea that capitalism and big 

business are not and cannot be value or ethics free since they are about human activity. 

Stakeholder groups are therefore identified on the basis of their capacity to make the connections 

required, both within and outwith the organisation (Donaldson and Preston, 1995) and, most 

importantly, into the public domain, in the ultimate interests of wealth creation. 

  

Along with a public stakeholder position comes a degree of real or perceived power, which, in 

the context of government, will vary according to the capital or resource brought to the policy 

table and the degree of political expediency in recognising that power (Tisdall and Davis, 2004; 

Mainardes et al, 2011). The benefits of involvement relate to that perceived power position but 

also to ideas of social, economic and even emotional value. Stakeholder theory implies an 

organic form which is unpredictable. The aspiration and the challenge of any organisation must 

therefore be to manage and satisfy the inter-related interests of its stakeholders. By so doing the 

organisation achieves its own ends as well as creating the conditions for the greatest success 

(Schilling, 2000). The degree of success must also be associated with the degree to which the 

right stakeholders are identified, with a deep enough understanding of the context to be of 

benefit to the state and a long enough and powerful enough reach into the wider arena to be able 

to effect change according to new policy development (Brugha and Varvavovsky, 2000). 

 

The direction of policy in neo-liberal states is towards a diversification of service provision 

resulting in the rise of a new type of stakeholder voice – that of new partners and clients outside 

of the state system (Ball, 2010). Such moves towards a diversified service have been very 

deliberate, for example, in early years policy in Scotland, and have involved the forging of new 

partnerships and the introduction of new stakeholders from the private, voluntary and 

independent sectors (Martin, 1994).  Such groups may not have convergent views about the 
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purpose and quality of provision or the direction of policy: 

 

… the perspectives of agencies will differ… Any coordinated planning framework will 
need to be based on reconciliation of these differences to form a joint philosophy 
underpinning policy development (Martin, 1994, p108). 
 

Equally, groups’ access to power and influence is dependent on the degree to which their 

positions as key stakeholders are openly recognised by the state. The new stakeholder groups 

have become, in effect, arms of the state itself by both strengthening its policy base and ensuring 

that potential dissent is well monitored and controlled: 

 

… this is not a ‘hollowing out’ of the state; rather, it is a new modality of state power, 
agency and social action and indeed a new form of state (Ball, 2010, p157-158).   
 

 

It might be argued that stakeholder theory takes an organisationally centric view. It describes 

stakeholders as instruments by which the organisation achieves its goals, rather than the 

organisation as a vehicle by which stakeholders meet their needs. It implies perceptions of the 

purpose of stakeholders and the stakeholder role as ones designed to perpetuate existing power 

relationships, in the interests of the organisation at the centre and, in the case of educational 

policy, the state itself, and to discount those who may introduce instability and contestability 

into organisational goals (Tisdall and Davis, 2004; Mainardes et al, 2011). The degree of 

stakeholder power in education is governed both by a recognition by the state of the interests of 

particular groups and organisations in the outcomes and a desire not to introduce such 

destabilising voices. I therefore was interested in which voices were dominant in educational 

policy in Scotland and particularly the position of children themselves.  

 

3.5 Policy Making, Children’s Participation, Rights and Responsibilities 

 

It has been argued in the previous chapter, that children themselves have had little say in the 

shape of the policy framework within which their experiences of childhood are determined 

(Lansdown, 2001; Thomas, 2000 and 2005). The theory of children’s rights and the political 

commitment to enabling them is tempered by attitudinal and structural difficulties in delivering 

rights in societies where adults hold the power in relationships with children and the 

predominant cultural values are such that children are not regarded as citizens with equal rights 
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and an equal say (Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Montgomery et al, 2003; Hendrick, 2005): 

 

All the negative or limiting assumptions about children and childhood… recur in the 
fields of family law and social policy. Children are silent and muted. They are seen as 
incompetent... Their interests are identified with those of their parents…they are 
identified as a separate kind of being from adults, with their own distinct, and disabling 
status (Thomas, 2000, p50). 

 

Yet, to achieve public policy which is ultimately strengthening to the democratic process and 

which is meaningful to children because it is attuned to their lives and experience, it is essential 

to involve them in its development (Lansdown, 2001; Hill et al, 2004; Tisdall, Davis and 

Gallagher, 2008). However, children will be unable to practice effective citizenship without the 

ability to take part in democratic decision making. A practicing democracy which includes 

children is one which allows children to challenge power and its abuses by giving them a voice 

with which to make new meanings (Moss, 2007). 

 

It is only very recently that adults have begun to see children as capable agents of change, with 

the competence to become direct participants in civic society and the rights to do so 

(Montgomery, 2003; Tisdall and Davis, 2004; Moss, 2007; Tisdall, 2008; Lancaster, 2010). The 

degree to which that recognition has infiltrated the development of government policy in the UK 

and the power which that recognition might give to children, as key stakeholders, represents a 

potentially interesting dimension.  

 
The tensions between theories of children’s participation in civic society and policy and practice 

can be understood in the context of a disconnection between views and arguments put forward 

for children’s participation and much wider understandings of community participation. 

Manipulation of the change agenda by adults may result in children’s participation being 

marginalised (Hill et al, 2004; Tisdall, 2008, Lancaster, 2010). Children’s rights to participation 

need, then, to be considered within the whole framework of rights to ensure that their voices are 

heard and, where their rights are challenged, they have the power to challenge in return (Tisdall, 

Davis and Gallagher, 2008). A political system which respects the voices of children and allows 

them to be meaningfully heard is one which gives children the power and the confidence to 

challenge where abuse of their rights is experienced (Lansdown, 2001). 

 

The degree to which participation of children themselves can be meaningful or properly 
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inclusive is dependent on a set of assumptions held by those in power about responsibility, social 

capital and social rights associated with citizenship. The concept of the child citizen brings with 

it ideas of self-realisation connected with neo-liberal values of freedom, independence and a 

right to make choices (Kjorholt, 2007). At issue is the exercising of these by children, and about 

the power and resource they represent. The degree to which adults may consider children’s 

social capital and facilitate their emerging abilities to use it to increase their power through 

participation in civil society is also crucial. This is particularly so when the ways in which 

children wish to engage may not conform to adult expectations or understandings of the rules 

and where they may be regarded as a threat as a consequence (Thomas, 2000; Tisdall, 2008). 

Discourses on children’s participatory rights are at their most powerful in societies where they 

align with discourses about childhood itself. Where discourses are not aligned, the lack of 

complementarity impacts on the power of the rights agenda (Kjorholt, 2007).  

 

In Scotland, new recognitions of children as citizens with participatory rights have begun to 

emerge with the implementation of legislation under the Children (Scotland) Act 1995 and the 

Human Rights Act 1998. Parental rights are replaced by parental responsibility towards children 

and from these responsibilities emanate rights and corresponding responsibilities for children 

(Tisdall and Hill, 2010). The nature of such responsibilities is linked to the purpose for which 

children might use their participatory rights and the degree to which the capacity of the child is 

recognised by adults concerned with acting ‘in a child’s best interests’. The right of children to 

self-determination very much relies on proper recognition and authority for their voices 

(Thomas, 2000 and 2007). Citizenship is based in democratic principles and children need the 

spaces in which they can practice participatory rights towards effective democratic citizenship as 

adults (Moss, 2007). It is the responsibility of adults to understand and to provide: 

 

…a space for democratic enquiry and dialogue from which a collective view of the child 
and her relationship to the community is produced and local policy, practice and 
knowledge develops (Moss, 2007, p11). 
 
 

The development of policy, I would suggest, is therefore a participative process determined by 

power relationships and by perceptions of those who both have a legitimate stake in its content 

and reach, and who also have power. That stake and that power must be taken account of if  

policy development itself is to be successful. Decisions about who might be included are made 
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by those with a vested interest in the shape of such policy and what they regard as the intention 

of the policy itself. In postmodern neo-liberal states the intention is to create a policy 

environment which is supportive of neo-liberal values of freedom, enterprise and the power of 

the individual. The extent to which children themselves are therefore able to have meaningful 

input to policy development in the context of the new sociology of childhood, which is itself, 

based in notions of children’s rights and ideas of self-actualisation and agency, is of particular 

interest. As before, there is a dilemma here when the theoretical rights of children appear to offer 

a threat to adult interests and power  relationships work in favour of adults. I will consider later 

how my field research explored whether children, families and staff were able to develop 

collective approaches or whether their interests were divided because of issues of adult power.  

 

3.6 Early Years, Neo-liberalism and Constructs of Childhood 

 

Social policy both engages with and reflects particular discourses of childhood. How children 

engage with these discourses determines whether children themselves act as agents of continuity 

or change (James and James, 2004). The child is always situated within a given space and time 

and living in a social environment particular to her (James et al, 1998). Education is also a kind 

of constitutive practice which has the power to affect her experience and influence the 

development of the philosophical, moral and social underpinnings she then takes into the wider 

society (Ozga, 2000). 

 

Current policy for the child, influenced by neo-liberal ideas and the demands of the market, 

affords a priority to economic goals over the acquisition of social and moral attitudes. As a 

result, it is constructing her childhood according to the interests of the market in the right kind of 

skills for work, rather than according to the principles of social justice (Ozga, 2000).  

 

Allied to the development of her childhood as a preparation for a globalised economy is her 

likely experience of spending considerable numbers of hours outwith the family home in 

childcare arrangements. This may serve, at one and the same time, to loosen the ties between her 

and parents and consequently the power of her family over her; and to individualise her 

experience. An increased regulation of childhood by the state, through the child’s experience of 

the range of state services, has ensured that the child’s agency is not freely used but is directed 

towards the interests of the state (Zeiher, 2009). 
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A self-actualising child is both a product of a dominant culture, held together by an authority 

based on structural power relationships, and yet also holds a power herself which she exercises 

through the use of her own agency (James et al, 1998). However, a policy context in which goals 

for children are framed to create future wealth must work against such agency and such 

uniqueness of experience (Ozga, 2000; Zeiher, 2009). 

 

3.7 Early Years and Economisation of Care and Education 

 

The state regards its responsibilities towards children as linked to its vested interest in their 

futurity. Major state interventions in early childhood and education through such programmes as 

Head Start(1965-) and No Child Left Behind (2002 -) in the US and Sure Start (1998 -) in the 

UK are a recognition of these (Montgomery, 2003) and they are reflected in such policies in 

Scotland as Getting it Right for Every Child (2008) and the Early Years Framework (2008).  

 

However, the de-statisation of neo-liberal democracies has resulted in an economisation of 

education leading to an explosion of choice, as parents and pupils in education are treated as 

consumers in a de-politicised educational environment where ‘real democracy’ becomes a 

difficult concept to maintain (Apple, 2004 and 2011; Ball, 2010): 

 

De-politicisation is effected by the invasion of cultural, social and political life by 
systems of power and money subject to evaluation only within their own truncated 
terms. This is happening in education policy, and sets limits to the capacity of teachers 
to claim alternative values and to exploit or develop education’s capacity for developing 
‘real democracy’ (Ozga, 2000, p7). 

 
 
In early years services de-politicisation has led to a decisive move towards nurseries as 

predominantly commercially driven instruments to support economic growth, creating children 

as governable citizens supporting neo-liberal values and beliefs (Moss, 2007; Smith, 2011). This 

is at the expense of the encouragement of democratic values and democratic exchange amongst 

young children (Moss, 2007; Apple, 2011).  

 

The priority for government and the state has been to require education systems to turn out a 

differentiated workforce able to meet the demands of a capitalist economy. Educational priorities 



 
 

59 

are tied to wider economic objectives at the level of professionals working with children, a role 

for educationalists which is highly mechanistic and reductionist (Ozga, 2000; Tett, 2006; Moss, 

2007; Lingard, 2010; Apple, 2004 and 2011): 

 

… an educational commodity approach … where the attention of the teacher is paid 
to…the calculable and measurable aspects of the work, especially educational outputs. 
This has had reductive effects on pedagogy (Lingard, 2010, p168-9). 

 

It is also an approach which ignores the importance of the home-school link, the effects of the 

social ecology of the child on her learning and the degree of cultural and social capital available 

to her. It therefore serves only to reproduce inequality (Tett, 2006; Lingard, 2010).  

 

At the crux of the issue of the impact of markets on education are two opposing value bases. The 

first of these argues for education as an intervention towards a more socially just society and the 

second of these, put forward by neo-liberals who believe in competition, free choice and 

education as a commodity, argues such interventions are pointless and damaging to the market: 

 

What is achieved in the introduction of the market form into public provision is not 
simply a new mechanism of resource allocation and distribution but also the creation of 
a new moral environment for both consumers and producers (Ball, 2006, p12). 

 

The perception of the parent as a consumer inevitably favours those who bring the most choice 

to the school’s table. Marketisation of education leads to those who have power to make choices 

monopolising the best services. Those who cannot make choices or who are unable to persuade 

schools to hear their voices are inevitably disadvantaged (Ozga, 2000; Ball, 2006; Tett, 2006; 

Fleer, 2006; Apple, 2011). The choices parents are able to make raise questions about the degree 

of flexibility which services are able to bring to meeting parent expectations. 

 

3.8 Early Years and Integration of Services? 

 

Policy from governments across the UK over the last decade has laid out priorities for the 

development of early years services based on precepts of early intervention and holistic 

responses through integrated service delivery (Every Child Matters [England and Wales], 2004, 

Early Years Framework [Scotland], 2008, Getting It Right for Every Child [Scotland] 2008). 

The extent to which integration of services creates an environment which addresses the priorities 
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for the individual child at the same time as accommodating the wider interests of society and 

also creating the global citizen of the future is of interest.   

 

The burgeoning of early years care services in the late twentieth and early twenty first centuries, 

predominantly in the private sector, it is widely accepted, is directly correlated with the mass 

appearance of women onto the labour market (see General Household Surveys, 1980-1997). This 

demand was mainly met, in Scotland by new providers in the private sector establishing daycare 

businesses designed to support parents in work. With the exception of authorities which 

belonged to the old Strathclyde Region, it was not met, in its initial phases, by any extension or 

any greater flexibility in pre-existing local authority based education services for young children 

(see Statistical Bulletins: Education Series, Scottish Office/Scottish Executive, 1990-2000).  

 

The ethos and tradition in local authority provision is strongly educational and built around ideas 

of children learning through play, as against the emphasis on care in the private sector. These 

different emphases have led to different understandings as to staff roles and responsibilities and 

different perceptions of the status of staff working within the two separate traditions (Davis and 

Hughes, 2005). The historical divide caused by these two separate traditions has still not been 

overcome (Davis, 2011), even with the advent of universal pre-school education and the 

development of new partnerships across the state-private divide in the 1990s and early 2000s 

(HMIE Scotland/Care Commission reports, 2000s). This continuing lack of recognition of the 

indivisibility of care from education in children’s experiences is exacerbated by childcare 

policies associated with poverty reduction and the needs of the market. These have resulted in a 

continued pulling away of childcare from what might be regarded as its conceptual home with 

education. The emphasis is not on conceptual integration but on the creation of more childcare 

places to support wider neo-liberal policy objectives in the field of employment (Cohen et al, 

2004).  For integration to have a clear and unified meaning, it must involve coherent conceptual 

as well as structural aspects (Cohen et al, 2004; Davis, 2011). 

 

Approaches to integration, designed to align services and service personnel with notions of 

function, contrast with organic approaches which are built through relationships. Organic 

approaches both create conceptual underpinnings for integration and the opportunity to influence 

the social ecology surrounding the child to create strength. This approach, based in 

Bronfenbrenner’s idea of social ecology (1979), is not only more holistic in concept but also 
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allows for approaches to be more child and family centred, building on capabilities rather than 

supporting weaknesses. Structural integration of services for children and families will remain 

confused and conflicted without acceptance of such an underpinning conceptual framework 

around which roles and responsibilities for staff can be built. This requires agreement about 

ways of working together, established between professionals, families and children themselves 

(Cohen et al, 2004; Tett, 2006; Davis, 2011). 

 

The nature of the relationship and where the power balance lies in relationships between parents, 

children and professionals is dependent on perceptions about the purpose of early years services 

and how they must work in the interests of children. The balance of power shifts when services 

recognise the importance of the early years setting as a place of collaboration between key 

people and agencies in support of the child (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Cohen et al, 2004; Moss, 

2007; Davis, 2011). An emphasis on building partnership with parents is an integral feature of an 

approach built on recognition of the child’s social ecology. It acknowledges not only parents’ 

intrinsic knowledge and expertise but also the importance of their continuing contribution. 

However, an acknowledgement that families and communities themselves are not homogenous 

but, rather, have their own power inequalities and their own competing and conflicting agendas 

is also a prerequisite to working effectively with families and communities. Capacity building 

must take account of these to effectively direct the professional response (Tett, 2006).  Such 

ways of working require a bringing together of learning, values and perspectives from the home, 

the school and the world of work through a complex system of inter-subjectivity (Fleer, 2006). 

 

Early years services have become integral to both economic and social welfare policies in the 

UK, and their increasing use by children has implications for their experiences of childhood, 

including their use of time, space and the activities they engage in, the relationships which are 

important to them and their development of a sense of self. Children are under greater 

surveillance from adults than they have ever been before, leading to high levels of adult control 

over behaviour (Cohen et al, 2004) and a need to consider the roles and responsibilities of those 

who are in a position to exercise that control, particularly outside the home. 
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3.9 The Early Years Workforce 

 

Staff working in early years services operate within a cultural, social and political context which 

impacts on expectations of their role, a role which is constructed and interpreted according to a 

professional value base (MacNaughton, 2003; Tucker, 2003) and which is the outcome of both 

staff training and shared professional practice (Davis, 2011). 

 

How services are delivered and what is thought appropriate by way of a professional response, 

as well as the degree to which children themselves can play a role, are determined by 

perceptions of the nature of childhood itself. Service delivery models are simply responses to the 

dominant discourses about childhood. Where there are conflicting discourses there are inevitable 

strains and tensions. As has been argued throughout this and the previous chapter, the discourse 

of children’s rights is in conflict with the discourse of dependency, leading to a tension in how 

best to meet what are often opposing ideas of the best interests of the child. These find 

expression in existing workforce training and ultimately in assigned roles and responsibilities 

(Tucker, 2003). 

 

Ideas of neo-liberalism in children’s services are associated in the UK with the creation of a 

more flexible workforce. Current workforce practices, tied as they are to structures based in the 

conceptual separateness of care, education and health, are regarded as rigid and unhelpful in the 

creation of the flexibility in service delivery  required to promote enterprise and the freeing up of 

practice (Cohen et al, 2004; Garrett, 2009): 

 
…the [change process] must engage with… ways of understanding and doing work with 
children and their families which may be averse to neo-liberal ‘common sense’… 
these… may be rooted in a defense of professional privilege within particular fields 
(Garrett, 2009, p142). 

 

Such defensiveness leads to problematising both children themselves and the professional 

capacity for an integrated response. It must give way to an acknowledgement of children’s 

expertise in their own lives, leading to a fundamental shift in practice to one which is based in 

listening to children and responding both holistically and flexibly (Tucker, 2003). 

 
A challenge is presented to the dominance of a marketised view of the role of early years 

workers by those who consider the importance of democratic values (MacNaughton, 2003; Hill 
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et al, 2004; Moss, 2007; Apple, 2011). The notion of ‘children’s spaces’ (Moss and Petrie, 2002) 

is taken as offering the intellectual and social space for a reconception of children’s services as 

spaces where children themselves delineate their use through an interactive and participative 

process offering the beginnings of understandings of participative democracy for young children. 

In such spaces the adult is the facilitator in a relationship with the child built on enquiry, 

exploration and challenge (Hill et al, 2004). Such arguments give a place to the early years 

professional, not as an outsider but as an integral member of society (Apple, 2011), in asking 

questions about why a marketised view is accepted and whose interests it serves, whilst looking 

for new ways of seeing and doing which are more reflective of the interests of those who are 

marginalised in the dominant discourse (Ozga, 2000; MacNaughton, 2003; Gandin, 2010; Davis, 

2011; Apple, 2011). 

 

The early years worker working in an integrated service designed to provide holistic and 

inclusive responses to children and families needs to have skills and knowledge which are, at 

their core, generic. This is a challenge to the differentiated knowledge and skills currently held 

by the several different professional groupings working with young children and their families, 

though it does not necessarily require the dilution of professional identity (Davis, 2011). Skills 

should align themselves with strengths based approaches designed to build on already existing 

capacity (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Tett, 2006; Broadhead et al, 2008). The missing link 

for effective integration is the creation of a workforce with the capacity to work across all areas 

of service in an integrated way (Owen and Haynes, 2010). Traditional forms of initial training 

have remained largely unreconstructed (Cohen et al, 2004; Aubrey, 2010; Davis, 2011) and are 

unhelpful in creating such capacity: 

 

Profession specific languages and discourses reflect attitudes, values and culturally 
determined meanings. New entrants into a profession are socialised into disciplines, 
methods and discourses… reinforced through specific curricula and training, attitudes 
and behaviours (Aubrey, 2010, p210-211). 

 

A set of barriers to effective inter-agency communication exists which inhibits the growth of the 

trust between professionals necessary for effective collaboration and an approach which is 

holistic in nature. Professional approaches, based in initial training, should create an 

understanding of the position of the child as a member of a family and a community existing 

within a social environment, the whole of which impacts on her life (Cohen et al, 2004; Davis, 
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2011). 

 

Professional distancing or political neutrality is detrimental to a conception of the role, at the 

heart of which is personal interaction and the building of honest and trustful relationships 

(Davis, 2011). These allow the kind of conceptual integration necessary for effective partnership 

working between adults and children and overcome the structural constraints imposed by the 

ways in which services might be organised (Clarke and French, 2007; Broadhead et al, 2008; 

Owen and Haynes, 2010; Davis, 2011). However, there is a question about the connection 

between the current conception of professional roles and how they take account of the 

complexity of the relationships necessary to develop trust itself.  

 

Discursive space is of fundamental importance to the effectiveness of integrated interventions. It 

allows proper reflection of the dynamic and diverse ways in which children and families live 

their lives (Davis, 2011) and provides opportunity to define the purpose of partnerships between 

professionals and parents and children and what the respective roles of workers, as 

representatives of the state, and of parents might be. Establishing shared goals and accepting that 

the professional can only ever make a contribution, and often a minor one at that, is often fraught 

with difficulty (Pinkerton, 2001). Clarity about the content, range and purpose of that 

contribution is important, as is the basis on which it is made: 

 

Individuals need to identify their personal values and prejudices and consider whether 
they actually have a value base consistent with working in partnership (Pinkerton, 2001, 
p253). 

 
Critical reflection is key to effective partnership working and to the development of professional 

practice (MacNaughton, 2003). However, it is interesting to consider whether, in that context, an 

emphasis on self-actualisation, whether for adults or for children, provides a compatible value 

base on which effective partnership working can be built (Pinkerton, 2001; Moss, 2009).  

 

The central challenge of partnership working is linked to where the priorities of parents and 

practioners fail to connect, either because of cultural difference or because of circumstance and 

situation. Reaching mutual understanding and agreement on ways of working together requires 

practitioners to reach out and ask parents ‘what would help, adapt and offer a range of flexible 

options’ (Draper and Wheeler, 2010, p185). However, at a professional level, such attempts at 
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collaborative working are negatively impacted by professional perceptions about relative power 

and influence and a desire to protect them: 

 

… rivalry fed by differences in professional power, status and esteem may exacerbate 
territorialism and raise concerns about protecting vested interests. Acknowledging 
existing tensions and imbalances as well as exploring new roles, responsibilities and 
functions may be a prerequisite [to collaboration] (Aubrey, 2010, p211).  

 

Power relationships between professionals, parents, community members and children take on 

importance in how they impact on people’s capacity to work effectively and respectfully 

together (Moss and Petrie, 2002; MacNaughton, 2003; Broadhead et al, 2008; Dussel, 2010; 

Davis, 2011). A fundamental recognition of the strengths of children, families and communities 

and a belief in their capacity to find solutions for themselves is at the basis of arguments about 

how to approach such work. An ecological understanding of the position of the child as a 

member of a family and a community existing within a social environment, the whole of which 

impacts on her life, is essential to an appreciation of how to make a professional response. At the 

heart of any interaction is the bringing together of two personal and unique ecologies. Both need 

to be acknowledged and used as part of building a relationship designed to allow the conceptual 

integration necessary for effective partnership working between adults and children to flourish 

(Pinkerton, 2001, Tett, 2006; Broadhead et al, 2008; Davis, 2011). 

 

Constructs of childhood built around self-actualisation, when allied to state objectives towards 

neo-liberal marketisation goals in early childhood services, inevitably direct children’s agency in 

pursuit of them. Services themselves are also driven by a policy agenda which is profoundly 

influenced by the needs of the market, despite the challenge presented by those who argue for a 

democratisation of  childhood experiences. Market values perpetuate divides between care and 

education in early years and create schisms in professional perceptions of roles and 

responsibilities. These present difficulties for the development of integrated working and 

partnership approaches to family and community capacity building. They create power 

relationships and professional value bases which seem incompatible with the mutually respectful 
relationships required. 

 

My research therefore addressed the extent to which ideas about childhood and the lived 

experiences of children and families using and working within early years services are truly 
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reflective of a service operating within a policy framework with market values at its base. 

 

3.10 The Literature Review and My Research Questions 

 

My review of literature has led me on a journey across constructs and ideas about childhood, to 

ideas and theories which provide the conceptual underpinnings for modern government and 

governance, policy and policy development and, ultimately, the relationship between all three 

through the participation of children.  

 

It has demonstrated that there continue to be questions, particularly related to early childhood 

and its relationship with wider social and economic movements in the early twenty first century 

and the reflection of these within Scottish government policy. These relate to perceptions held in 

Scotland about the range and value of childhood experiences and ideas of the external forces to 

which they are subject.  Further, they relate to the extent to which these perceptions are then 

reflected in the ways in which service priorities are developed through government policy, 

particularly the central policy document, the Early Years Framework. Finally, questions remain 

as to how perceptions of what is valuable about childhood, from both a citizen and a government 

perspective, are then reflected in roles and responsibilities of staff and experiences of families in 

early years settings which are subject to government policy. I was interested then, in answers to 

the following questions: 

 

1. What ideas of early childhood are expressed by the Scottish Government in its key 

policy document, the Early Years Framework? 

2. How congruent are these ideas of early childhood with those expressed by people 

working within and using early years services in Scotland? 

3. How are these ideas of early childhood and the Framework’s objectives relating to 

staff roles and responsibilities then reflected in working arrangements and the 

experiences of staff, parents and children in early years settings?  

 

I attempted to address these questions through fieldwork in four early years settings across four 

local authority areas across Scotland.  
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Chapter Four  
 
Ontology, Methodology and Method 
 
Introduction 

 
This chapter is an exploration of ontology and methodology theory to help me establish my own 

position. I intend to look broadly at arguments about causation and generalisation, subjectivity 

and objectivity, the notion of truth, values and partnership and the making of meaning which 

have shifted back and forth, informed by adopted positions on how to look at the world. 

 

I will also look at how perspectives on methodology and what is regarded as appropriate 

evidence, are affected by arguments about validation and trustworthiness, subject participation, 

power relationships and the reflexivity and subjectivity of the research process. My own 

preferred approach to research will become apparent as a result.  

 

Finally, I will discuss my approach to the analysis of the findings and my decision to use 

narrative analysis.  

 

4.1 Research Paradigms  

 
The divide between positivism and interpretivism describes two different ways of seeing and 

framing the world, between empirical research based in scientific tradition and interpretive 

research based in an understanding of the meaning of social behaviour.  

 

Positivism seeks to explain and predict, in terms of cause and effect relationships, an underlying 

order of universal laws which are hidden from view and which represent universal truths. 

Research is about either proving or disproving them. It requires approaches that are driven by 

scientific investigation and objectivity. Results from a positivist research project should be able 

to be replicated. 

 

Interpretivism attempts to explain the social world through understanding the construction of 

shared meaning. Meaning is constantly changing through time and is subject to cultural 
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influence. Interpretivists do not look to replicate or even necessarily to generalise. Ideas of truth 

are recognised as contingent on perception.  

 

Within interpretivism there are several research paradigms around the structuralist arguments of 

first, the linguist de Saussure (1916), then anthropologists such as Levi Strauss (1968), and 

finally sociologists such as Weber (1930) and Parsons (1951). Structuralists seek to explain 

social experience in terms of the social systems within which it occurs.  

 

Such structuralist arguments are rejected by post-structuralists such as Derrida (1967) and 

Foucault (2002), and other postmodernists such as Lyotard (1979), who talked of ‘multiple local 

knowledges’, Thomas (2004), Atkinson and Delamont (2006) and Denzin (2009). They argue 

that continuity of experience for individuals does not exist. All social experience is 

fundamentally incoherent and discontinuous and systemisation is not possible. Postmodern 

researchers reject attempts at certainty and regard replicability as generally irrelevant. Their 

ontological position is one of contingency, the social construction of knowledge and the 

impossibility of universal truth. For postmodernists, and post-structuralists in particular, research 

is about undermining ideas of certainty, destabilising transcendent ideologies and challenging 

ideas of order and endurance.  

 

These paradigmatic divides cause each to see their view of the purposes of research as mutually 

exclusive to the other. However, all approaches make a valuable contribution, depending on the 

purpose and design of the research. The notion of primacy in either a positivist or an 

interpretivist tradition can be replaced by free and mutually respectful discourse (Soltis, 1984). 

A resolution might lie in taking a pragmatic perspective. Pragmatists would claim that all 

research involves different ways of seeing, each with their own contribution to make. No 

research perspective can have a 'God's-eye view' (Rorty, 1999) and therefore there are no 

universally accepted truths, only ways of seeing and: 

 

…research itself needs to be reframed in order to open itself up to multiple actors, 
modes, locations and audiences...the modern research role would become a more modest 
and honest one if only researchers could console themselves with dealing in 
uncertainties and offering no more than tentative responses (Badley, 2003, p303).  
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The relationship between research and the world it is trying to describe is one where there is no 

certainty. The idea of a continuing and ever developing discourse around our understanding of 

the world seems to much better explain the research process and how it sits with our ever 

changing body of knowledge about ourselves and our world. It is only ever possible to look at 

any aspect of our being or our relationships with our social, emotional and physical environment 

through the prism of our existing understandings. This is not to say that we must accept the 

status quo. All ideas are subject to scrutiny as we learn more about our world through time and 

research.  

 

My research questions are built around a notion of multiple perspectives and ways of seeing. 

Answers inevitably reflect the inherent lack of a single truth in the social relationships described. 

A pragmatic research paradigm has therefore been attractive because it offers a way out of the 

paradigmatic wars in which research can become stuck.  My research has benefited from the 

ability to side step other theoretical straightjackets in favour of a consideration of what works.  

 

4.2 Causation and Generalisation 

 
A central point of difference between positivist and interpretivist research traditions concerns the 

question of causation and the possibility of generalisation through replicability. It is argued by 

positivists that the ability to make a claim of generalisation from the particulars of one study to 

other contexts and settings is essential if research is to have any value in affecting outcomes, and 

generalisation is only possible by first proving that there are causal links between ideas and 

circumstances in one setting which can be applied in another (Schrag, 1992).  

 

In the context of educational research, however, the idea that policy relating to improving 

educational outcomes requires the proving of such causal links ignores the ability of 

practitioners themselves to improve practice and is disempowering because: 

 

... real and enduring educational improvement happens ... by local people's constructing 
ways of being together in which it makes sense to learn and teach... the specifics of 
those local constructions are inherently unpredictable (Erickson, 1992, p11)  

 

The authority to generalise comes not from the ability to prove or disprove a hypothesis but from 

an acceptance of the applicability of a specific set of circumstances in one setting to another 
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setting. It requires acknowledgement of that applicability across a professional and practitioner 

base rather than any scientifically proved causal links. Practitioners: 

 

… build on their existing knowledge and experience… [they do] not feel that they have 
to comply with academic conventions… the process enables them to reject, adapt and 
transform …ideas of big thinkers and the field of reflexivity, mentoring, organisational 
change, learning cycles, etc (Davis and Smith, 2012, p144). 

 

An implication that authority to generalise might be born out of practitioners’ own capacity as 

action researchers was pertinent to my own research where, as the following chapter makes 

clear, strong attempts were made to involve participants as partners in the design, 

implementation and analysis of the research process.  

 

4.3 Subjectivity and Objectivity 

 

It is not possible to research social experience without recognising one's own human-ness and 

the consequent social understandings which that brings (Silverman, 2000). Not only is a 

researcher unable to leave themselves behind but doing so is not a desirable goal (Langridge, 

2007). The very things which serve to weaken positivist research provide strength to 

interpretivist research (Stam, 2001). The subjectivity which is an intrinsic strength to social 

research, must also extend to the social context in which the research takes place and the inter-

subjectivity between researcher and participant. The role of participants, as social actors in 

research, has a fundamental impact on the journey of the research itself (Howe, 1992).  

 

A critical form of social research allows for the level of pragmatism needed to deal with the 

uncertain world of human behaviour. It allows participants to exercise a level of control over the 

research proceedings and then to accept or reject its findings (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005). 

There are no unchallengeable experts in human behaviour. All social research is the subject of 

negotiation, open to interpretation and challenge. Subjectivity  is inescapable (Rorty, 1999). 

 

4.4 Subjectivity and Social Constructionism 

 

For social constructionists there is no one version of reality and no incontrovertible body of 

knowledge. There is no essence of humanness or core personality that we can each call our own 
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but rather we are all and each a social construct and it is ideas expressed through language and 

mediated through social relationships, by which we are defined (Gergen, 2009). As language and 

our use of it are forever changing, so too is our sense of who we are, both individually and 

collectively: 

 

...the idea that there is one version of events that is true (making all others false) is...in 
direct opposition to the central idea of social constructionism, i.e. that there exists no 
'truth' but only numerous constructions of the world and which one receives the stamp of 
'truth' depends on culturally and historically specific factors (Burr, 1995, p81).  

 

To be a social constructionist is to abandon the meta-narratives of class, capital, religion, race 

and gender of the structuralists in favour of a post-structural analysis of how identity is 

constructed and to understand that 'truth' in relation to all of these things is a product of power 

(Foucault, 1971). 

 

For social constructionists the biggest difficulty is explaining how the individual can become an 

agent for change and work against existing power relations when there is a denial of the 

existence of underpinning and enduring social structures for the individual to fight against 

(Kincheloe and Mclaren, 2005; Martin, 2005; Gergen, 2009). A possible response is to say that 

people don't make decisions without reference to others. They conform to a wider view about 

what is the right thing (Rorty, 1999). This assumes that there is a shared sense of social order, an 

idea which, although it appears contradictory, is not necessarily contrary to the notion of all 

social understanding being the result of social discourse:  

 

… if everything we consider real is socially constructed, then nothing is real unless 
people agree that it is… whenever people define reality… they are speaking from a 
particular standpoint… in describing it you will inevitably rely on some tradition of 
sense making (Gergen, 2009, p4).  

 

A second possible response is to take up a symbolic interactionist stance and argue that the 

collective (society) surrounds the individual and provides the constant in terms of its existence, 

though not in terms of its form, as the individual makes a social journey on her way through life.  

That journey is tracked as the inner imaginings of the individual and is refracted through the 

views of those she comes into contact with (Reynolds and Herman-Kinney, 2003). 
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Resolution may also be found in the idea that the individual/society dichotomy is itself a social 

construct. It is a dualism amongst many explored by post-structuralists such as Derrida (1976) 

and the idea of deconstruction:   

 
[Derrida] suggests that... the identity of something is given by that which it is not, that 
which is absent from it. The meaning of 'tree' is therefore to be found in all the things 
which are absent from it...These absences are repressed...we need a way of revealing 
their action in our language (Burr, 1995, p106).  

 

This thinking is applied to the problem of the individual/society dichotomy such that the 

individual is defined by the opposite of what she is. She is not society. The social constructionist 

defines the individual through her relationship with society since neither makes any sense on its 

own. It then becomes easy to say that our thinking about the individual and about society is not 

one bound by a concept of either/or but rather of both/and. This rejection of the either/or way of 

thinking or binary oppositions, is one of the basic tenets of postmodernism and places the social 

constructionist in the middle. 

   

Shared understandings and meaning are constructed through discourse to create and 

accommodate new understandings. They are what make up our collective view and are built 

around a consensus which changes over time. Individuals can act as agents of social change 

through social discourse, when that discourse itself recognises a need for change, or when the 

individual or individuals find themselves in conflict with a dominant discourse.  There is a 

stability born out of a level of predictability in human behaviour and interaction which allows us 

to negotiate social exchange with relative confidence in ourselves and other people. Social 

constructionism does not, by its own argument, have to support post-structural ideas built on 

ever changing discourse and the impossibility of underpinning systems and structures (Reynolds 

and Herman-Kinney, 2003).  

 

4.5 Meaning Making and the Notion of Truth  

 
The power and value of an interpretivist approach is in the opportunity it presents to disrupt 

ideas. The relationship between meaning and experience is dependent on the ways in which 

shared lives are experienced and how they touch each other. Meaning is contingent on 

perceptions which are based in cultural norms and values. Interpretivist research forces 
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recognition of these and is a means by which greater understanding can be created between and 

across different cultures. An interpretivist perspective should:  

 

 …shake things up, break down barriers and cause things [or thinking] to expand... 
reveal previously hidden or unexpected possibilities...They would create a new but 
temporary order…for those things which were disrupted...What is made...will depend on 
the purpose and ingenuity of the person who finds it... (Eisenhart, 1998, p394). 

 

Eisenhart (1998) uses the analogy of building a stone wall in talking about how to do interpretive 

research. She emphasises the importance of not always creating the wall, each stone carefully 

jointed to the stones which have gone before, but rather, taking a look at the wall and conceiving 

of it differently, taking it in a new direction or changing the pattern of the stones. To continue to 

build the wall as before is to preclude any new discoveries or find new ways of seeing and 

building it, and new truths about its construction. The idea of singular truth as the only valid 

quest is replaced with the idea that all ‘truths’ are contingent on social circumstance and the 

subjectivity of the researcher and the researched (Bridges, 1999).   

 

Social constructionists argue that truth is as much a social construction as the discourse from 

which it comes (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). Absolute certainty is an idea which is impossible to 

defend. Truth means different things to different people in different situations. Problems can be 

largely overcome if the researcher is honest in describing her reflexivity, acknowledges the 

ideas, views and opinions she takes into her research and then uses them to the benefit of the 

research process itself. 

 

My research was designed to establish the many ways in which childhood was understood by 

participants. Conversations with and between participants in my research constructed new and 

multiple meanings and truths based in the sharing of individual social experience. It is in the 

nature of social research which adopts a pragmatic or social constructionist ontological position 

that dissenting views are inevitable. It is my job as the researcher to defend my understanding at 

the same time as admitting of alternative perspectives. The notion of consensus in the context of 

a possibility of multiple truths must allow that. The truth which has found its way onto these 

pages is my truth based on my analysis of the meaning of evidence presented by participants. 
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4.6 Values and Partisanship 

 

There is a question of whether it is possible to construct 'value free' social research (Carr, 2000). 

Early sociologists wished to see a scientifically based discipline for social research that had the 

same perceived level of intellectual credibility as the natural sciences and so argued for 

objectivity and value free research (Comte, 1865; Durkheim, 1893). However, the counter 

argument, as has already been discussed, is that rigour has to come from open acknowledgement 

of an inevitable value base underpinning social research (Carr, 2000; Langridge, 2007). There 

follows an intrinsic relationship between theory and research methodology that is based on a 

mutually reinforcing belief framework. Any methodology must be built on a certain view of 

human nature which is by its nature partisan. Partisanship is not therefore something to ignore or 

try to defeat in research but is something that is inevitable and must be acknowledged (Davis, 

1998; Rorty, 1999).  

 

Interpretivists will accept their own subjectivity, the notion of multiple realities and the impact 

of their own values on research. The way to deal with the issues raised is to be explicit about 

researcher reflexivity, articulate it and acknowledge that no research can be value free. The 

values and the perspectives of the researcher can enrich the exchange with research participants 

and lead to new revelations and new constructs of meaning. A social constructionist will regard 

researcher reflexivity as an intrinsic and vital part of the exchange, something to be celebrated 

rather than mitigated against or, worse, denied altogether.  

 

4.7 Reflexivity in Qualitative Research 

 
The central relationship in any research project is the one between researcher and participant. 

How that relationship develops and is sustained over the life of the research project influences 

the research outcomes. It is not a socially neutral or dispassionate relationship but one bound by 

the social situation in which it occurs and underpinned by the values and attitudes and narratives 

brought by each of the protagonists. Reflexivity for the researcher comes from a recognition 

that: 

 

…researchers are conscious of and reflective about the ways in which their questions, 
methods and very own subject position… might impact on the… knowledge produced… 
(Langridge, 2007, p58-59). 
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Recognising the reflexivity inherent in researcher and participant interaction in social research is 

therefore of central importance to a proper understanding of the research process itself 

(Tangaard, 2009; Gabb, 2010). It is her preconceptions which the researcher uses reflexively in 

negotiating the process of generating data with participants (Davis et al, 2000), and unless the 

researcher accounts for her reflexivity the data generated are open to misinterpretation or 

misrepresentation. Because the researcher will always present her research as truth, albeit her 

truth, she positions herself as the expert unless she acknowledges the preconceptions she brings 

with her (Langridge, 2007). 

 

If the researcher’s intention is that the relationship with the participant is essentially a 

collaborative one based on an equality of input and a joint appreciation of the process, the 

question is whether the participant can ever understand that as well as the researcher. The 

researcher is likely always to hold the balance of power because she is driving the process and 

understands it in a way that the respondent is never likely to (Tangaard, 2009).  

 

There are ethical implications for the researcher in acknowledging that power imbalance at the 

same time as trying to pursue an approach based in co-construction and collaboration. They 

relate to the level of commitment to the participant and the degree to which critical distance can 

be maintained. They are further complicated where the subject of study is revealing of very 

personal and normally private experiences: 

 

Family research has typically drawn on a reflexive practice to respect this sense of 
privacy and the sensitivities involved in studying people’s personal lives and 
relationships (Gabb, 2010).  

 

The researcher must be careful not to exploit the trusting nature of the collaborative relationship 

at the expense of the participant (Lapadat, 2009). 

 

I bring my existing understanding and preconceptions of the issues relating to my research to my 

fieldwork.  It is not possible for me to try to take an objective view. My intention is not, 

therefore, to 'stake a claim for certainty and impose absolute frames of reference' (Somekh and 

Lewin, 2005, p143). It is much more of a journey of discovery through deconstruction, 
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'challeng[ing] any obvious interpretation of what is observed, and seek[ing] for ways of 

revealing underlying layers of meaning' (Somekh and Lewin, 2005, p139). 

  

4.8 My Ontological Position 

 

I am not persuaded of the argument for any kind of universal or objective truth and I do not 

believe in certainty or value free research. (Guba and Lincoln, 1989)  

 

I believe I am also outside the structuralist paradigm, since I cannot see that all is explainable 

through the study of underpinning structures. Though I do believe these to exist and to be 

important, I do not believe it is possible to fully explain the meaning of our social world in this 

way because it takes no account of the individual experience of social relationships and their use 

in the construction of knowledge (Burr, 1995;  Gergen, 2009). 

 

I reject the post-structuralist idea that no discourse exists beyond the immediate. However, the 

idea of co-construction of meaning built out of shared experience and shared discourse is very 

attractive. It makes it possible to conceive of social change at a structural level and it allows for 

the possibility of individuals being agents in that change (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005).  

 

I believe there are multiple perspectives from which any social phenomenon can be viewed and 

these perspectives are the product of the experience of individuals. I am persuaded by the 

argument that each individual’s experience gains meaning from the sharing of it with others 

(Rorty, 1999). This is a social constructionist perspective, which embraces the multiple 

discourses of the postmodernist paradigm. I am happy to take this ontological view into my 

research. 

 

4.9 Methodology and Evidence 

 
The broad divide in methodology is between: quantitative approaches, which are associated with 

attempts at objectivity, certainty and replicable results; and qualitative approaches, which are 

associated with understanding meaning, a rejection of certainty and a recognition of researcher 

subjectivity: 
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Is evidence something which floats free of human projects, or is the demand for 
evidence simply a demand from other human beings for co-operation (Rorty, 1999, 
p150)? 

 

The difference in perspective is reflected in understandings of and acceptance of what is relevant 

evidence, how much is sufficient and the degree to which researchers consider it is possible to 

find truth (Thomas, 2004). My methodology is firmly in the qualitative tradition because my 

ontological position makes me interested in questions which involve social constructions of 

meaning.  

 

Qualitative method, and the evidence it generates, is perceived, from a positivist perspective to 

be contaminated by researcher bias. Yet it is argued that quantitative research too is socially 

situated and subject to the same influences from researcher bias (Silverman, 2000). It is not 

necessary, then, to take away from the status of either perspective in order to establish the value 

of the other. The differences between quantitative and qualitative methods do not place them at 

opposite ends of a dualism but rather they relate to emphases and purpose: 

 

The choice between different research methods should depend on what you are trying to 
find out (Silverman, 2000, p1).   

 

Working from a postmodern social constructionist position, there was no measure of certainty in 

my data. It was not able to be replicated and it was understood by me in the context of my own 

subjectivities. As a qualitative researcher I had no need to measure my own claims for my 

evidence against those of quantitative researchers (Denzin, 2009) because I was not trying to 

establish any kind of universal truth. My evidence led to multiple perceptions and multiple truths 

which I interpreted according to my own perceptions and distilled into my own truth (Mishler, 

1990; Winter, 2000).   

 

4.10 Validation and Trustworthiness  

 

Qualitative research can look for validation through the ‘visibility’ of the work and the creation 

of ‘exemplars’ (Mishler, 1990) or ‘descriptive validity’ (Maxwell, 1992). These can then be 

assessed against the notion of trustworthiness, judged through fluid and expanding discourses in 

which judgements are made against a backdrop of the research currency of the time and place. 
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They are challengeable and there are no rules but rather there are bodies of opinion and ways of 

seeing, by which validation or trustworthiness may be judged:  

 

...the key issue becomes whether the relevant community  …evaluates reported findings 
as sufficiently trustworthy to rely on them for their own work... [This] is compatible 
with a growing recognition among mainstream validity theorists of the centrality of 
interpretation in validation (Mishler, 1990, p417).  

 

 Trustworthiness, and hence validation, is sought as a consequence of the everyday work of 

researchers. This must take account of the essentially social nature of even the most 

experimental of research and therefore its contingency on social discourse and practice: 

 

Focusing on trustworthiness rather than truth displaces validation from its traditional 
location in a presumably objective, non reactive, and neutral reality... moves it to the 
social world …[which is] endlessly being remade as norms and practices change, it is 
clear that judgements of trustworthiness may change with time, even when addressed to 
the 'same' findings.' (Mishler, 1990, p420) 

 

No research has real validity unless it has a clear and coherent relationship with something 

external to itself (Maxwell, 1992). The account of the research tells something of that 

relationship and is, of itself, challengeable from different perspectives. Validity of a research 

account is therefore relative (Winter, 2000) and comes from its acceptability to a community of 

researchers and their view of its trustworthiness. That does not mean that research accounts 

cannot be comparable. Comparability itself is born out of the very need to account for different 

perspectives and understandings. 

 

My own research produced data as a result of an inter-subjective process and was analysed 

through the lens of my own reflexivity. There was no measurement of accuracy or reliability 

possible. What emerged was ultimately my truth. It was only one of many possible truths 

relating to my data and is subject to interpretation and challengeable by others. Its validation 

comes from the degree to which it is regarded as trustworthy by others. 

  

4.11 Participation in Qualitative Research 

 

One of the first questions for a researcher in framing a research project concerns a consideration 

of who the participants might be. The answer may be complex. The researcher may work from a 
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supposition that participants are those who she has purposely selected to take part. However, 

those who, through the establishment of relationships with the researcher in, for example, 

fieldwork settings, but who have no active role may, nonetheless, consider themselves involved. 

The researcher has an ethical obligation  to take account of such ‘extended participants’ (Nespor 

and Groenke, 2009) because she has framed the research and asked questions such that it is 

possible for them to see themselves as involved. Three key concepts must therefore inform 

discussion on issues relating to participation in research. They are the ideas of informed consent, 

confidentiality and anonymity.  

 

The possibility of informed consent is dependent on perceptions of the competence and 

understanding of potential research participants. In this context, research with young children 

brings its own sensitivities and its own ethical considerations where it is adults who must legally 

give consent on behalf of their children (Coady, 2001; Masson, 2004) and yet researchers may 

wish to acknowledge and use children’s own agency in a very participative way (Alderson, 

2008).  

 

Ethical concerns also relate to inequalities in power relationships between children and adults 

and the potential for coercion (Jenks, 2000; Gallagher, 2009; Davis, 1998 and 2009). Attempts 

by researchers to overcome such power inequalities and to acknowledge the child’s essential 

competence in understanding the purposes of research, especially in an educational context, are 

likely to meet adult responses based in developmental understandings of children’s abilities and 

their essential incompetence (Woodhead and Faulkner, 2000; O’Kane, 2000). The adult wishes 

to position herself so that she remains in control (Bone, 2003; Spyrou, 2011).  The reflexivity of 

the researcher meets the reflexivity of the adult carer and disagrees. The researcher must then 

negotiate (Gallagher, 2009) so that the research intentions of working with children as 

collaborative partners are met and yet positive relationships with adult gatekeepers are 

maintained: 

 

… ethical responsibility does not have fixed boundaries. Recognition of this has made it 
possible to stay on the road while making ethical decisions, while accepting 
responsibility for the process, while grappling with uncertainty, and making and 
maintaining relationships with everyone involved… (Bone, 2003, p3). 
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In addition the filtering of information through gatekeepers brings with it the potential for 

distortion. The researcher needs to try and get agreement to participate but not at the expense of 

being honest with potential participants about what participation is likely to entail (Wiles et al, 

2005; Nespor and Groenke, 2009; Gallagher, 2009). Although ongoing permissions from 

participants may be regarded as coming from a continuing commitment to engage with the 

research, born out of a trusting relationship established with the researcher, such trusting 

relationships bring their own ethical dilemmas associated with the possibilities of seducing 

participants into divulging information which they may regret (Gabb, 2010). Reassurances of the 

voluntary nature of participation and guaranteeing the right of the participant to withdraw at any 

stage are particularly difficult undertakings for social researchers to commit to since they may 

ultimately jeopardise the research intentions. If the research is to maintain an ethical position, 

however, the interests of participants must take precedence over any research imperatives (Wiles 

et al, 2005; Gallagher, 2009).  

 

The concept of confidentiality, as opposed to anonymity, for participants in social research is 

intrinsically contradictory (Walford, 2005; Wiles et al, 2006). A consideration of how it might 

be practiced identifies many situations where compromises on promises would have to be made 

which would make its integrity very hard, if not impossible to maintain: 

  

Confidential research cannot be conducted; researchers have a duty to report on the 
findings of their research and they cannot do so if the data they collect is 
confidential...What researchers can do is to ensure that they do not disclose identifiable 
information about participants...through various processes designed to anonymise them 
(Wiles et al, 2006, p1).  

 

Even anonymity may be difficult when the data is very individual (Walford, 2005). The ethical 

purpose of anonymity is then undermined because, in the act of promising it, an unethical 

undertaking is given that may not be realisable:  

 

promising anonymity is usually seen as an ethical matter, in reality, promising 
anonymity to schools and individuals where it cannot be maintained is ethically highly 
questionable' (Walford, 2005, p88). 

 

Instead, taking a more iterative approach to the question of disclosure of data may resolve issues 

of anonymity.  It might involve working in a democratic and collaborative way with participants, 
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agreeing what data to include and how much recognition of its source is agreeable to participants 

(Wiles et al, 2006). There is no researcher assumption of what participants might want. 

However, even such a process does not create equality between researcher and participant since 

the researcher still has ultimate control of what is published: 

 

 democratic research ...recognises the sometimes competing demands of the many 
parties involved in the research process - not just the researcher and the researched [and 
that] it is a partnership where all involved have their say, but it is not an equal 
partnership' (Walford, 2005, p92).  

 

My intention was to develop my research, as far as possible, as a co-construction between 

myself and research participants. Ethical issues of confidentiality and anonymity were therefore 

considered in the context of participatory approaches which, unless carefully taken account of, 

could have compromised my ability to offer anonymity.  

 

Anonymity of involvement within the setting itself was not offered and, as the next chapter will 

demonstrate, was not possible because of the openly collaborative and participatory nature of the 

research process. However, anonymity was offered to all participants in relation to identity in 

subsequent research publications. This has been maintained in this thesis through the use of 

fictitious locations for each fieldwork setting and fictitious names for all identified persons, 

whether directly involved as participants or referred to by them in their stories.   

 

4.12 Power Relationships in Qualitative Research 

 
The eye of the beholder can only ever give one view. It is a view which is informed by the lens 

through which it looks at the world. For a researcher, that places her in a position of power. She 

will ultimately represent what she sees because she cannot escape from herself (Foucault, 1971). 

It is argued that, when the researcher does not acknowledge her own reflexivity, it leads to the 

use of research to support current structures and power relationships and the status quo (Winter, 

2000; Coady, 2001). However, there is an alternative view. As the holder of knowledge, the 

researcher also has the opportunity to use it to change views to fit a different reality: 

 

Where power is located… shapes the way the world is seen and the extent to which 
action to change the world about can be undertaken. How the world is configured in 
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terms of who has access to what, who can do what and where, is an exercise of power 
(Schostak and Schostak, 2008, p9). 

 
The aim of radical research must therefore be to try to work against the existing power 

relationships and to act to destabilise the status quo (Schostak and Scostak, 2008). This can be 

achieved through the creation of new and multiple ways of seeing in which power is dissipated 

and where the freedom to disagree or even just to comment is not just asserted but is valued.  

 
Research, if it is to make a difference, must therefore lead to changes in power relationships 

which currently restrict the capacity to establish such multiple ways of seeing. Questions for 

research require to be framed so that they offer opportunity to change the dynamics of power 

through recognition of rights which infuse the multiplicity of roles and relationships which make 

up an individual’s life (Schostak and Schostak, 2008). 

 
Those with power determine who has the right to a voice. It is the researcher’s responsibility, if 

she wishes the research to create new and multiple ways of seeing, to ensure opportunity is 

available to all relevant actors to put forward their version of truth with no distinction based in 

existing power relationships. Each has the power to represent themselves through their own 

narratives and to create new truths through new power relationships (Schostak and Schostak, 

2008). The extent to which the voices of children themselves are recognised is determined by 

perceptions of their power. As children assume rights to participation under the UNCRC so it 

might be assumed they will take a powerful place in social discourse (Greig and Taylor, 1999). 

However, their rights are mediated through adult understandings and adult concerns to maintain 

the status quo (Robinson and Kellett, 2004).  The extent of their participation is therefore adult 

determined. Research is radicalised when the democratic power of children is realised by the 

researcher and released through participation: 

 

The concept of participation is central to any definition of citizenship… For children to 
have a voice and identify themselves as citizens, there has to be an acknowledgement of 
their status as social actors in their own right… (Robinson and Kellett, 2004). 

 

Participatory techniques used in research with children must sit inside a strategy for continuous 

engagement and discussion which allows them to bring their own interpretations of the ways in 

which their lives are structured and experienced (O’Kane, 2000). 
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Words can be used to exercise power and the researcher must acknowledge the inherent power 

inequalities in the researcher/participant relationship itself (Gabb, 2010). However, recognising 

the power of research gives opportunity to explore the ways in which it can be used to expose 

the fracture lines in the status quo, undermine them and, in so doing, develop new ways of 

seeing and being (Schostak and Schostak, 2008). The inter-subjectivity between researcher and 

participant represents opportunity for philosophical and political exchange (Winter, 2000) with 

the potential for the emancipation of voices currently constrained by inequalities in power.  

 

Dissenting voices which contest meaning, alongside the recognition of inherent conflicts in any 

argument are important to the development of multiple truths and an ultimate reconciliation of 

such voices towards new democratic understandings and new recognitions of power: 

 

[This] recalls the emancipatory strategy of radical democracy where conflicting rights 
and powers are equated on the public stage of community decision-making. And each 
incorporation of a new voice marks a beginning. Together they comprise the essential 
conflicts that pose the need for… reconciliation (Schostak and Schostak, 2008, p244).  

 

The researcher’s responsibility is therefore to ensure that the power she holds is used to create 

this reconciliation by acknowledging dissent.  

 

The reader and what is written interact in a way which is inevitably informed by the reader’s 

viewpoint and experiences. The outcome will be different for every reader, creating new 

understandings and new truths each time. The researcher’s work has then moved to undermine 

ideas of a single dominant truth by supporting the creation of new ways of thinking. How my 

own research is presented in this thesis is an acknowledgement of the contingent nature of truth. 

Whilst I am clear about my own understanding of my research, participants themselves had 

different understandings of their own experiences  which are reported here. The reader, too, will 

have her own perspective. None are any less true than the others. 

 

4.13 Social Research and Documentary Evidence 

 

Written documentation acts as commentary on the social world and is intrinsic to its 

understanding (Seale, 2003; Prior, 2004; Atkinson and Coffey, 2004). It is used to underpin 

social activity, organising and framing how it functions: 
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…[the] order on the page is invariably tied into forms of social order and it is the 
connection between the two that demands investigation (Prior, 2004, p79).   

 

Written documents are used both as a way of developing discourses which reflect cultural norms 

and of giving shape to images of social reality, often associated with relationships of power 

(Rapley, 2007). The way in which information is ordered and presented impacts on how it is 

understood by the reader and what value is placed on it. The inherent rhetoric is as interesting as 

the factual content since it tells a great deal about how the writer wants to persuade the reader. 

Documents are subject to an interrelatedness of ideas and values which mean that any document 

must be considered in its context:  

 

... relationships between documents actively construct the rationality and organisation 
that they purport transparently to record... Documentary realities based on complex 
inter-linkages between documents, create their own versions of hierarchy and legitimate 
authority (Atkinson and Coffey, 2004, p69). 

 

All documentation casts the writer and the reader in social roles, makes assumptions about 

each’s interests in doing so and adjusts the writing to accord with the social roles assigned 

(Prior, 2004).   

 

Equally, all documentation is read and read into by researchers based on expectations and 

understandings of the writer which are, themselves, part of the reflexivity the researcher brings 

to the document (Rapley, 2007). Any documentary data are socially situated using culturally 

determined linguistic codes. It can only be properly understood if the social context is taken into 

account, the language decoded and the researcher’s own reflexivity is taken into consideration. 

None of these things are fixed or enduring. 

 

The policy context outlining priorities for the development of early years services in Scotland is 

key to obtaining answers to my research questions. Scotland’s key policy document, the Early 

Years Framework, is not socially or politically neutral. It has been constructed within a defined 

understanding of the needs and aspirations of young children and their families about which 

there may not be consensus. In investigating and analysing early years policy I have considered 

the document as a representation of a particular view of social reality in Scotland and have 
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discussed the degree to which there is agreement around the underpinning ideas and 

philosophies which it describes.    

 

4.14 Case Study Method 

 
Case study method is appropriate where the naturalistic context of the research participants is of 

intrinsic value and importance and, ‘where the research designer has not contrived all of the 

activities to be investigated’ (Cousin, 2005, p423). Case studies are ‘concerned with the rigorous 

and fair presentation of empirical data' (Yin, 2003, p2) and can involve the use of either or both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches. For case study method to be effective however, the 

chosen case studies must have the capacity to provide the level of detail and ‘thick description’ 

(Geertz, 1973) required for authenticity. Description must encompass not just interactions taking 

place but also the physical, social and emotional context provided by the surrounding 

environment. What is being aimed for is a sense for the reader of ‘being there’ (Cousin, 2005) so 

that she is in a position to interpret the meaning of the data for herself and is not reliant on the 

researcher perspective.  

 

In addition, selection of case study settings should be subject to purposive sampling to ensure 

representation of the field under study (Cousin, 2005). Selection therefore needs to be informed 

by a broad understanding of the issues and the questions which need to be asked.  

 

My research questions aimed to establish links between experience, practice, policy and 

philosophy. I needed to get close to staff, parents and children working in and using early years 

services to do so. I also needed to understand the contexts in which they experienced their lives. 

Situated fieldwork in a range of early years settings was therefore my chosen approach. 

However, I chose not to treat each fieldwork setting as a contained and discreet unit to be studied 

in a holistic way  (Yin, 2003). Rather, I analysed the data from all four settings thematically to 

give a sense of a Scottish wide experience. My ‘case study’, in so far as it existed, was 

consequently Scotland as a whole. I cannot claim, therefore, to have used an accepted case study 

method (Yin, 2003) in the four fieldwork settings I drew my data from, though I used a number 

of the underpinning principles to support my work, as already outlined. 

 



 
 

86 

4.15 Generalisation or Transferability  

 

There is a question of whether the qualitative researcher who provides a window into a unique 

and specific set of experiences is then able to generalise from such accounts, since the 

experiences can never be repeated in any exact way (Williams, 2002). The extent to which 

generalisation is regarded as possible is dependent on those same ontological perceptions which 

have already been discussed in relation to validation and trustworthiness and is brought into 

sharp focus in relation to fieldwork situated in people’s experiences.  

 
 
To try and deal with restrictions on what can be taken from such fieldwork method, concepts of 

‘transferability’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1989), based in patterns and similarities, and ‘naturalistic 

generalisation’ (Stake, 1995) based in naturalistic assimilation, are introduced. Both concepts 

rely on the notion that it is in the mind of the reader where the links are made and the 

transferability or naturalistic generalisation occurs (Gomm et al, 2000; Ellis and Bochner, 2003).  
 

Yet further ideas such as 'empirical generalisation', based on inference from sample populations 

(Gomm, Hammersley and Foster, 2000), or ‘fuzzy generalisations’ based in readers’ 

identification with the data from their own reflexive positions (Ellis and Bochner, 2003; 

Cousins, 2005) are put forward.  

 

Generalisation from situational research, even where that situaation is based in experience rather 

than place, is feasible on the basis that the situations to be studied have been carefully selected 

and drawn from a pre-examination of the relevant heterogeneity, the risks are explicitly 

recognised and the researcher looks for patterns and themes in the data to be applied more 

generally, with an acceptance that the task is fraught (Williams, 2002). However, there are 

cultural references shared between the researcher and the researched which allow for legitimate 

comparisons. Each situation or set of experiences is not unrelatable to another.  

 

A qualitative approach which allows the study of people and relationships, and the attachment of 

meaning in a singular sense, is important but so, too, is an ability to generalise from the 

particulars to other contexts. Emphasising difference in arguing that generalisation is impossible 

is to ignore what is common (Williams, 2002). Every situation is indeed unique to a given set of 
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people, in given circumstances at a given time (Denzin, 1989). However, themes drawn out of a 

series of studies of experience, if the studies are well selected, allow us to say we could expect to 

find similar in other situations. Exact replication may not be possible but commonalities which 

allow generalisation must be.  

 

4.16 Conducting Fieldwork  

 
If the intention of fieldwork is to create a description which allows the reader an impression of 

‘being there’ something more than straight forward reporting of empirically available data is 

required. What is needed is a sense of place evoked by the researcher  which: 

 

…draws on the totality of the experience, parts of which may not, cannot, be cerebrally 
written down at the time. It is recorded in memory, body and all the senses. Ideas and 
themes have worked through the whole being throughout the experience of fieldwork 
(Okely, 1994, p21).  

 

Data may be only what is in the researcher’s head, as ‘head notes’ or ‘cerebral knowledge’ 

(Okely, 1994) gathered from observation whilst with participants. It is claimed that postmodern 

ethnographic approaches, based in such participant observation, allow researchers to get close 

enough to research participants to provide the holistic picture which gives a sense of place 

(Bourgois, 2002). Meaning itself emerges through the working and reworking of field notes, in 

whatever form they come. They are:  

 

…the means for developing and working through new theoretical connections and 
analytic understandings. Theoretical insight and compelling ethnographic monographs 
depend upon the close, careful analysis and comparison of the full fieldwork record 
(Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, 2001, p355). 

 

The use of fieldwork in postmodernist research is not to generalise but to record interactions 

between people of the moment and in the situation. Meaning is not something which has 

independent existence beyond the protagonists in any exchange and an interpretation of the notes 

from their interactions. For my fieldwork this has meant a considerable emphasis on leaving the 

stories told by participants as ‘whole’ as possible, in an attempt to be true to participants’ 

original intentions. Inevitably, the process of analysis takes its toll on such intentions. 
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Fieldwork through interviewing and focus groups 

 

Interviews are designed to ascertain information from selected participants and are arranged 

along a spectrum. The formal structured interview designed to give standardised answers is at 

the far end of the quantitative end of the spectrum and the unstructured, informal, free wheeling 

interview designed more as a conversation is at the far end of the qualitative end (May, 2001). 

 

Structured interviews are pre-determined and offer little room for the individual views of 

respondents to emerge as they might wish (May, 2001). Yet, even when the interviewer tries 

very hard to be objective, passive and neutral, the interview is a social exchange during which 

the interviewer and the participant work together to construct the data and to create meaning 

(Dey, 1993; Holstein and Gubrium, 2004; Charmaz, 2006).  

 

Semi-structured interviews represent a freer approach where the interviewer is able to probe 

behind responses to questions looking for elaboration or confirmation of views:  

 

[They] provide qualitative depth by allowing interviewees to talk about the subject 
within their own frames of reference... drawing upon ideas and meanings with which 
they are familiar...allow[ing] the meanings that individuals attribute to events and 
relationships to be understood on their own terms... provid[ing] a greater understanding 
of the subject's point of view (May, 2001, p124).   

 

The point of an interview then becomes not about reliability through replication or comparability 

but about how meaning is constructed (Dey, 1993; Holstein and Gubrium, 2004; Charmaz, 

2006). Conversation is engaged in such that it will lead in directions which find new meanings 

(Tangaard, 2009) and these do not necessarily fall within the power of the researcher herself but 

may be led by the participant too. This is a very different conception of both the purpose and the 

format for an interview based in assumptions about power relations which offer participants a 

measure of control not acknowledged in quantitative methods. It sees researcher and participant 

working to bring social experiences together from the ‘real world’ to come to new 

understandings (Holstein and Gubrium, 2004).  
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Focus groups introduce a group dynamic to a freewheeling unstructured interview. Members of 

the group will drive the discussion forward, sometimes taking it to unplanned and unexpected 

places. The outcome from the discussion will be as much a result of the dynamic of the group as 

the questions under discussion and the individual views of participants. In that sense, there may 

be very different things to be gained from a focus group discussion than from an individual 

interview (May, 2001; Wilkinson, 2004).  

 

The strength of the focus group is in giving power to participants in ways that the individual 

interview cannot do. The number of respondents involved, the dynamic between them and the 

circumstances of the group all play towards the power relationship favouring respondents rather 

than the researcher (Wilkinson, 2004). 

 

Fieldwork and working with children 

 

Childhood is a state of being human in its own right and not dependent for its legitimacy on any 

reference to adulthood or becoming an adult (Hendrick, 2000). The researcher has to try to 

understand the child’s standpoint: 

 

Only when the mentality of adultism has been overcome will it be possible to hear a 
more authentic and, probably, unsettling set of voices (Hendrick, 2000). 

 

Doing research with very young children between the ages of three and four brings with it 

challenges of language, understanding, meaning and of voice, particularly when those voices are 

subject to power relations with adults which threaten to warp them (Robinson and Kellett, 2004). 

Constructs of childhood which emphasis the vulnerability and the innocence of children and 

their need for protection can disempower children and perpetuate their non-participation in 

decision making about their lives. It also raises questions as to whether democratisation in 

research involving children is possible (Jones, 2004; Gallagher, 2009). The danger is to 

homogenise children and childhood and totalise their related experiences (Davis, 1998). There is 

no single children’s voice.  

 

A solution may lie in a recognition of the contribution children are able to give, not just to the 

provision of data evidence, but as designers of the research itself and as data-gatherers and 
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analysers (Woodhead, 2000; Edwards, 2004). Involvement in research for children is an exercise 

in citizenship (Davis, 2009; Gallagher, 2009). Researchers must find ways of ensuring that 

research aims are explained to children in ways that they will understand and they are protected 

from the consequences of the inevitable power imbalances between themselves and adult 

researchers (Davis, 1998). Reflexivity of the researcher is perhaps even more important in work 

with children participants than adults because the structural inequalities are greater (Jones, 2004; 

Spyrou, 2011). 

 

Children are experts in their own lives. They are competent beings whose voices should be heard 

unmediated in matters which relate to their lives. The issue for the researcher is how to access 

children’s competency, firstly  through negotiation with any gatekeepers (Masson, 2004) and 

then through the use of appropriate research tools so that they have proper opportunity to 

contribute their thoughts and ideas (Gallagher, 2009). Children have different preferred ways of 

engaging and these should be reflected in the research tools used (Clark, 2004). If the point of 

research with young children is to establish, through participative processes, new meanings 

about things which impact on their lives, their involvement in a process which is ever evolving is 

key to their increasing understanding of the world they live in.  

 

The use of photographs as a way of accessing very young children’s ideas and experiences is 

appealing both to adults and to children. It can be turned into interesting and revealing data as 

well as be fun for children themselves to gather. It is a way of creating participative research 

with children which is relevant to their lives. Because it casts children as co-researchers, it gives 

them considerable control and works to reduce some of the power differentials with adults 

(Galman, 2009; Einarsdottir et al, 2009). The choice of which photographs to take and 

ultimately, which to show to the researcher and which to talk about, is the child’s (White et al, 

2010).  

 

Each photograph can only represent a momentary experience in a child’s life (Spyrou, 2011) 

though, as image text, it has a richness and power given by the illustration of a narrative which is 

more than a story. It is, however, a contrivance in which the child’s family has also played a part 

(Einarsdottir et al, 2009) and it has its own difficulties, mainly associated with the highly 

selective nature of the data itself and with the tendency for the adult researcher to become author 
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in the interpretation. It requires a reflexive response from the researcher to avoid over 

simplification of the narratives children create (Spyrou, 2011). 

 

4.17 Research Analysis 

 

Social structures, power, relationships and meaning, each impacts on the analysis of data, 

particularly the analysis of discourse and conversation (Chamaz, 2006):  

 

The analysis of interviews focuses not only on motivations and reasons, but also on 
social identities, and how these are constructed within the social settings in which people 
live and work (May, 2001, p141). 

 

Reflection on the data in order to interpret it fully may therefore involve challenge to first 

assumptions, particularly if its meaning is to be understood at as many levels as possible (Dey, 

1993). It also involves a considerable familiarity with the data itself (Gibbs, 2007). Reading and 

rereading it in the context of the key interrogatives of who, why, what, when and how, allows 

the researcher to reach a point where there is sufficient understanding and interpretation of the 

data for clear categories and themes to have emerged (Dey, 1993, Chamaz, 2006)  

 

The continuing influence of the researcher’s reflexivity on the analysis of the data is reflected in 

her selection of data to be analysed (Rapley, 2007). She is sensitised to certain aspects of her 

research and will therefore pick up on some areas of data and not others. Resultant theory: 

 

…offers an interpretive portrayal of the studied world, not an exact picture of it... 
Research participants' implicit meanings, experiential views - and researchers’ 
finished… theories are constructions of reality (Chamaz, 2006, p10).  

 

Research data is not only gathered but it is also viewed and analysed from the standpoint of the 

researcher. It requires 'a dialectical process of exchange between the questions and concepts 

taken to the data and the data themselves' (Anderson, 2009), to create a whole picture  which not 

only explains and illuminates particular themes or patterns but also creates a picture by which 

the research all hangs together (Dey, 1993).  The research is ultimately analysed and presented 

as the reflexive construction of the researcher (Rapley, 2007).  
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Discourse analysis generally looks to codify narrative according to its uses of language and 

looks for resulting social meaning. It is particularly used to identify the ways and points at which 

language changes as society changes: 

 

[It] gives accounts… of the ways in which and extent to which social changes are 
changes in discourse, and the relations between changes in discourse and changes in 
other, non-discoursal, elements or ‘moments’ of social life (Fairclough, 2012, p1). 

 

 I could not predetermine the responses of participants or the attitudes, assumptions or concepts 

they brought to my research. My data were based in their stories and narratives and how we 

worked together to build these. How I then interpreted them through analysis involved a 

recognition of my own reflexivity as I established the thematic nature of the ways in which I 

presented their ideas and experiences. These themes related to the areas of study I had drawn 

from my review of the literature and also reflected the areas of experience of childhood 

participants themselves were most concerned and interested in. What appears here in this thesis 

is inevitably my perception of what participants meant by their stories. They may consider that I 

misunderstood what they meant, or they may be surprised and even enlightened by my 

interpretation. 

 

4.18 Narrative Analysis 

 

All understanding of human social life is through narrated story, which is designed to let people 

know who we each are. The narratives we shape don’t just have to make sense to ourselves, they 

must also serve to connect us to a wider social world. Human interaction gives us these stories  

which allow us to create both inner and outward facing narratives. Story telling is, then, 

fundamentally located in a social and cultural context. The individual’s story is informed by 

experience but an experience which is itself understood within an accepted social mores. It is the 

task of the researcher to interpret these stories critically for deeper meaning (Crewe and Maruna, 

2006; Rapley, 2007; Riessman, 2008).   

 

A post-modern social constructionist emphasis on narrative (Hobbs and Wright, 2006; Rapley, 

2007) puts emotions and feelings alongside other aspects of the human condition as legitimate 

subjects for social research: 
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We live within the tensions constituted by our memories of the past and anticipations of 
the future. Personal narrative, the project of telling a life, is a response to the human 
problem of authorship, the desire to make sense and preserve coherence over the course 
of our lives (Ellis and Bochner, 2003, p221).  

 

Narrative enquiry offers the potential for insight, in storied form, into the perspectives, 

understandings, thoughts and feelings of participants who may not normally find their voices in 

research. The vehicle is the exploration of the relationship between narrative and construction of 

the self in a particular time and place (Riessman, 2003 and 2008). Stories are shifting, morphing 

entities constructed and crystallised in moments in time. Within any narrative there are endless 

possibilities for other narratives which have not yet been uttered (Tamboukou, 2008). The 

storyteller who tells her story reveals herself in her own way and in her own time: 

 

The teller selects, relates and gives an interpretive force to specific memories… 
Autobiographical narratives are complicated by the context of their telling – for whom 
or with whom the story is being constructed, the time and situation of the telling, and the 
purpose of the telling… People not only represent but also construct their identities 
through autobiographical narratives… (Lapadat, 2009, p959)  

 

Analysis of narrative involves looking for common content and themes in experiences across a 

range of stories from participants as well as areas of conflict (Rapley, 2007; Gibbs, 2007). This 

is achieved through reading and re-reading transcripts of narrative until a high degree of 

familiarity is gained and then using critiques of the narrative, based in a range of ways of 

considering language and performance.  

 

Structural analysis of narrative involves a consideration of the uses of language at a micro level. 

The language is taken out of the contexts in which the narratives were formed to try to establish 

the relationship between language used and meaning (Riessman, 2003). 

 

Interactional analysis of language, on the other hand, concerns itself with the context in which 

the narrative was formed. The focus is the interaction between people and its use in the co-

construction of meaning. What is of interest is the ways in which language is used through 

interaction, including all its tics and non-verbal aspects: 
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Attention to thematic content and narrative structure are not abandoned in the 
interactional process but interest shifts to storytelling as a process of co-construction, 
where teller and listener create meaning collaboratively (Riessman, 2003, p4)  

 

Performative narrative analysis also takes a more holistic view of story where the storyteller 

looks to an audience to help her to construct and review her own narrative, offering herself and 

those she allies to her narrative as various characters in a play which describes her life both past 

and present. It is a process which is essentially about the creation of identity but identities which 

are multiple and contingent: 

 

… a notion of multiple voices: the self then, the self now recalling then, the self now 
interpreting the self then from the present self’s perspective, the self now thinking of 
possible future selves, a possible future self looking back to now to present self seeing it 
as if in the past… In all of this the role of interpretation is crucial (Cortazzi, 2002, p13).  

 

Performative narrative analysis allows the participant, through the collaborative process of 

constructing a biography, to take a more extended role in the research process. Her contribution 

goes beyond the boundaries of an interview and includes a clarifying and interpretive role for 

narrative text itself, a process which is profoundly reflexive and contingent on cultural and social 

understandings between researcher and participant (Cortazzi, 2002). For adult participants in my 

study, constructing narratives about their lives in this way offered opportunities for them to 

reflect on their experiences and to share these with myself and others in a context which they 

found affirming. The opportunity to participate further as preliminary findings were discussed, 

though not taken up by parent participants to any significant degree, was experienced by those 

who did take part, and by myself, as an exercise in reflexivity. For children, the experiences we 

shared as we played together  had a significant impact on our understandings of and our 

expectations of each other and the ways in which children chose to tell their stories to me.    

 

Interactional and performance narrative both minimise the need for coding by creating 

familiarity with the narratives through a process of ‘constant comparison’ (Rapley, 2007) 

leading to the emergence of thematic organisation. The process involves constant critical thought 

and questioning of the data and its meaning, particularly as ‘deviant cases’ (Rapley, 2007) 

emerge, from its inception in the initial researcher and participant conversations through to its 

final resting place in the presentation of findings. It is an untidy, messy process during which 

‘cleaning up’ of data through analysis runs the risk of ‘totalising’ it and therefore 
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misrepresenting the participant’s singular intentions (Riessman, 2003; Gabb, 2010) by creating a 

modernist universalism out of a set of unique experiences (Blumenreich, 2004). However, 

leaving a narrative to stand on its own is equally unrepresentative. It removes the researcher role 

and misunderstands the process by which the narrative is constructed (Frost, 2009).  

 

In the end, a narrative analysis represents but one way of presenting others’ stories which is in 

accord with the way in which the researcher sees them. What is presented is ‘a specific version 

of the world’ (Rapley, 2007, p130) which represents the researcher’s ‘truth’. Narrative analysis 

does not offer an authentic voice above any others (Reissman, 2004). The researcher must leave 

the narratives open to continuing interpretation by others because she is always partial. Her 

intention is to ‘evoke’ rather than to ‘represent’ (Blumenreich, 2004) and to use her own 

presence in the narrative to expose the complexity in  human relationships and the power 

relationships they contain, including her own power.  

 
4.19 Conclusions 

 
My own ideological position as a pragmatist interested in using multiple perspectives to 

establish a consensus from a social constructionist perspective, and my professional experience 

in the field of study were part of what I brought to my research, as were my personal and 

professional values. They represented my own researcher bias. I believed this was of benefit to 

the research because I acknowledged it and used it reflexively to facilitate my research 

intentions.  

 

I was not trying to establish any universal truth or certainty but, rather, I acknowledged the 

multiple truths represented by the perspectives of my research participants as I tried to bring 

them together in a way which was not totalising. 

 

I aimed to work inclusively with participants and to involve them in the research process as 

partners and co-constructors, trying both to create new meanings and understandings and to 

redress the power imbalance in the researcher/participant relationship. However, I also had to 

acknowledge that my own position as the researcher inevitably placed my perspective in the 

ascendancy as the presenter of the research.   
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When it came to the consideration of documentary evidence a critique of the Scottish 

Government’s key policy document for early years proved revealing. This, taken together with 

carefully selected early years settings from across Scotland where I could work with a relevant 

range of parent, staff and child participants, gave me the diversity and level of data for a 'thick 

description' on which to base my analysis. I was not looking to establish certainty in my 

research.  

 

Methods used, including focus groups and interviews and play based activity with children, 

recognised that all participants were experts in their own lives with their own stories to tell. They 

were used to build approaches which were both relevant and respectful, and took into account 

the very particular ethical considerations which working with young children, especially brings. 

 

 Narrative analysis of the data gave the opportunity for establishing layers of meaning and also 

allowed the identification of themes and patterns on which to base my conclusions. This 

approach, underpinned by a strong intention to work collaboratively with participants and to 

involve them as active contributors in the field at every possible stage of the research process I 

hope, allows my conclusions to be considered trustworthy. 
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Chapter Five  
 
Operationalising the Research  
 
Introduction 

 
My ontological view, as a pragmatic postmodernist who recognises the uniqueness of each 

individual child’s experience, as well as its essential nature as a co-construction, has informed 

my approach to the research and my choice of research methods. I was keen to involve key 

participants from the very beginning of my research design and to collect qualitative data in 

ways which would allow their original voices, including those of young children, to tell their 

stories. Having decided to do a narrative enquiry it was storied accounts of people’s lives I 

wanted to hear. These form the core of the research evidence.  

 

My fieldwork method recognised that each  fieldwork setting was a construct in itself, defined 

by its location and all those who had a hand in its development, including participants 

themselves. Each was therefore unique and each gave me access to working with participants in 

ways which would not have been possible otherwise, including a physical and social context in 

which to work with children. However, the resulting storied accounts which form the data have 

been grouped according to themes rather than kept to the boundaries of each setting. My 

research questions are framed in such a way that no differentiation based on physical location of 

settings is required.  

 

My first contact in the field was with strategic staff in each of my selected authorities to seek 

their views and input on the broad themes to be explored in relation to my research questions. I 

wanted the research process to be as much of a co-construction as possible in recognition of the 

participants’ role as co-researchers. However, I also acknowledged that my own position as the 

research instigator who was driving the research forward placed me in a position of power in the 

process.  

 

Once I had worked with participants in my research and gathered my data I carried the same 

approach through to the data analysis phase. I went back to research participants, both in settings 

and at an authority wide level, for their views once the narrative themes from the data had 
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emerged. I used narrative analysis to give perspectives on my research questions, using in a very 

direct way, the views of participants to provide the basis for the answers to these. 

 

My research questions have also been framed to take account of influences of a more structural 

nature on the lives of children and families. The interplay between the policy agenda in Scotland 

around early childhood experiences, the way that services are structured and professional roles 

and responsibilities for staff perceived, and then how these are ultimately experienced by 

children and their families are integral to the questions themselves. My research methods and the 

range of data I collected allowed me to consider that interplay, and so I began with a critique of 

the Scottish Government’s key policy document for early years, the Early Years Framework. 

 

5.1 Critique of Early Years Framework Document 

 
The Framework document represents the aspirations of the Scottish Government for young 

children, their families and communities in Scotland. I set out to understand and to critique its 

position on childhood and then on the objectives set out to achieve its goals.  

 

My first step was to read both the core document and the additional Part Two document several 

times to identify a number of broad themes around priority areas outlined in the document itself. 

I then took these out to strategic staff invited to a series of initial seminars in each of my chosen 

authorities for their views (Appendix 1). These views were used both to decide on the broad 

areas of childhood experience for investigation in the settings themselves, and to inform my 

further critique of the Framework document. 

 

The initial seminars were also used to identify participants’ aspirations for childhood through the 

use of a key word exercise (Appendix 2). I then took the identified key words and applied them 

systematically through a word count to the Framework itself (Appendix 3), both as a way of 

beginning to consider the degree of synchronicity in ideas of childhood between the policy and 

my research participants, and also as a way of identifying the philosophical underpinnings which 

informed the Scottish Government’s policy. I carried out a similar word count on words within 

the document which I judged would help me identify the key drivers for the direction of policy 

(Appendix 4). These are presented in this thesis in the form of Word Clouds, as a visual and 

impressionistic way of giving the reader a broad though crude level of understanding of the 
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results of these exercises. I took the decision that the actual numbers from the counts were not 

what was important but, rather, the emphasis in policy terms they described. Word Clouds 

provide quite powerful images in that respect. 

 

In the context of my research questions, I used my readings of the Framework document, the 

ideas of strategic staff and my word count exercises to develop a critique of the Scottish 

Government’s position on early childhood in Scotland. As I set out at the beginning of this 

thesis, I am interested in the child’s experiences across four key areas of her life and so I looked 

particularly at the child as part of family and a community, the participatory rights of the child, 

children’s play and objectives for the development of services and staff roles and 

responsibilities.   

 

5.2 Identification of Authorities for Fieldwork 

 
I did not set out to create a large purposive sample base for my study, deciding that depth of data 

and experience was more important than breadth, when it came to answers to my research 

questions. My original intention was to work across eight settings in four local authorities. 

However, I realised that was too ambitious, given the time and resource I had, and reduced the 

number of settings to four from four local authority areas.  

 

Authorities were ultimately selected to give a reasonable geographical spread across both urban 

and rural areas in Scotland. I wanted to gain multiple perspectives from participants and to 

capture what I anticipated might be significant differences in childhood experiences, as well as 

professional responses, across rural and urban environments from widely different parts of the 

country. In addition, I was interested in contrasting experiences for authorities themselves in 

trying to deliver the Scottish Government’s policy framework, when there were widely differing 

socio-economic, demographic and geographical circumstances to contend with, as well as 

different ranges, levels and rates of responses from service providers themselves.  Access to 

multiple perspectives and experiences from across such divides was important to ensure a 

comprehensive response to my questions. 
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Whilst it was not a reason for my selection of authorities, I used pre-existing professional 

contacts in senior management positions to gain the necessary permissions in principle from 

three of the four selected authorities. I had no contacts in the fourth. 

 

5.3 Initial Seminars and Establishing the Themes 

 
In keeping with my ontological stance and my ethical position on involving participants at every 

stage of the research process, I considered it would be important to get the necessary ‘buy in’ 

from strategic managers, policy officers and planners in each authority prior to beginning the 

work. This was important, not just to observe the correct protocols for carrying out the research, 

but also so that strategic staff 

 

• had a good understanding of the overarching purpose of the research and its potential for 

influencing a major policy debate on early years in Scotland 

• could, in an informed way, co-operate in the selection of appropriate early years settings 

• could give ideas and feedback on the initial work to critique the Early Years Framework 

and consider potential implications for service planning and development 

• could take an active part in the creation of the methodological framework required for 

the settings themselves. 

 

It was important for me to gauge strategic staff’s perspectives on the issues in delivering 

integrated services in their areas, to gain information on the initiatives/structures they were 

developing to resolve these and to establish their sense of how their staff in early years settings 

were working. 

 

Working with a key contact in each authority I used local knowledge of networks to compile 

multidisciplinary invitation lists for a seminar in each authority. My key contact undertook to 

provide a venue, organise the seminar and issue invitations. As the attendance lists for each 

seminar show (Appendix 5) a wide spread of attendance at each was generally achieved. 

 

Ultimately, a number of key common themes built around ideas of childhood, which would be 

explored further through the fieldwork, emerged through discussions with strategic staff in each 

authority.  
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5.4 Selection of Fieldwork Settings and Staff 

 

I followed up each seminar with a written list of criteria for selection of a fieldwork setting 

(Appendix 6) and then left it to my key contact in each authority both to make a selection 

according to the criteria I had set and make an initial approach to the selected setting. I wanted to 

work in settings which provided an extended universal service and everyday contact for families 

and children because I wanted to be able to hear about views which described everyday 

relationships and were part of normal day-to-day experience for participants. It was also 

important that staff would have extensive knowledge of the children they worked with, 

including, where possible, their families. I did not therefore look to gather data in nursery 

schools or classes offering pre school education exclusively. Inevitably, this meant that the staff 

participants I met with came from a restricted, though very large, sector of the early years 

workforce in extended day care nurseries. Other important sectors, such as health visitors, social 

workers, childminders, nursery school and class staff, and others were not included, though 

parent participants often told me of their experiences with such staff. The staff views represented 

in this study are not, therefore, from the whole early years workforce spectrum. 

 

I considered that, although I was giving up my power to decide on the location to someone else, 

I was far more likely to get a properly informed decision from participants to take part and one 

which was properly supported, by involving strategic staff in this way than by making direct 

contact myself. I did, in any case, use my first visit to each setting to confirm both for myself 

and for the setting that our collaboration would be appropriate for my research and fruitful for 

the nursery itself.  

 

I made no stipulation about which sector the settings were in - private, voluntary or state. In the 

event I worked in three local authority settings and one voluntary/community setting. I identified 

key demographic and socio-economic data for the data zones in which each nursery was located 

(Appendix 7) to improve my general understanding of the user groups and created detailed 

profiles of each nursery and the services they offered (Appendix 8). 

 

Of staff selected as participants (Appendix 20), who were not working as either teachers or 

family workers, eleven were qualified with HNC, seven with its precedent, the NNEB, two with 
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an SVQ Level 111 and one with a Modern Apprenticeship Level 1V. All were working in either 

basic grade or senior early years worker roles, or in management positions. Three staff were 

enrolled and part way through doing the BA in Childhood Practice and were employed in a 

management role. 

 

I have used the term Early Years Worker to cover a range of broadly, though not entirely similar, 

care and education roles carried out by people with a range of job titles. These staff, across 

Scotland, are variously called Nursery Nurses, Nursery Officers, Early Years Educators, Early 

Years Workers, Early Years Officers, Nursery Supervisors and other such titles. 

 

In three of the four settings I included the one member of staff who was teacher trained and 

working as a teacher and/or manager. All were part time. The fourth setting did not have teacher 

input.  

 

In two of the four settings I also included participants who were operating as family workers, 

though only one was qualified to degree level. A third setting had links with a family worker 

who came into the centre to work but was not a member of the centre staff and was not part of 

the study. 

 

All settings had links with health visitors and social workers, usually on a case-by-case basis 

involving children and families using the setting. As professional links were generally ad hoc 

and unpredictable, I did not include these staff. 

 

Of the parents I interviewed, six out of the seventeen were in either part time or paid 

employment. Despite making myself available at any time suitable for both working and non-

working parents, parent participants were predominantly mothers who gave of their time during 

nursery working hours. Three out of the seventeen parents were fathers. Six of the parents were 

lone parents and one of these was a father. 
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5.5 Preparations for Fieldwork 

 
After my initial contacts I arranged a short programme of pre–fieldwork visits to each nursery 

(Appendix 9) with the intention of 

 

• consulting with all setting staff on the aims of the research and the data gathering 

methods using staff team meetings (Appendix 10) 

• informing parents of the research through leaflets (Appendix 11) 

• getting to know each setting and staff, parents and children and allowing them to get to 

know me 

• introducing my research assistant, a glove puppet called Billy Bear, to the children 

(Appendix 12) 

• gaining necessary written permissions for participation from staff, parents and children 

(Appendix 13 and 14) 

• negotiating with staff in each setting a tailored programme for each two week fieldwork 

period (Appendix 15)  

• setting out in detail the principles which I intended to use to inform my work, my 

intended activities with staff, parents and children, and expectations of staff 

collaboration (Appendix 16). 

 

Fieldwork took place over a four month period from February to May 2010, this time of year 

being the most convenient for participants themselves. For similar reasons, each fieldwork visit 

was two weeks in duration with an average of three and a half days of each week spent in the 

setting and one and a half days spent digesting impressions and data and making practical 

arrangements for the activities I carried out with children . 

 

5.6 Ethical Considerations 

 
Prior to beginning my fieldwork in each of the settings I established a number of key working 

principles for myself relating to my data collection methods (Appendix 16). I shared these with 

all staff in each of the settings. 
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It was important, first of all, that all adult participants understood the purpose of the research and 

had opportunity to gain more information if they felt they needed it. I was particularly concerned 

that, prior to giving consent, parents understood both that their children could be photographed 

and that photographs would appear in my published thesis. I also wanted to be sure that all adult 

participants understood that any interviews would be recorded for transcription purposes only. I 

devised and distributed an information leaflet (Appendix 11) for parents and I met with all staff 

in team meetings prior to each fieldwork visit (Appendix 10). 

 

It was important that participation was understood to be entirely voluntary and that, not 

withstanding having given initial consent, anyone could withdraw at any point. Children’s 

consent had been given by their parents. Nevertheless, I wanted to ensure that children too took 

part on a voluntary basis in any research activities. All children who participated were therefore 

asked prior to each activity, as was normal practice in each nursery in any case, if they wanted to 

be part of it. All were free to refuse or to abandon it at any point.  Only two selected children 

were not interested in taking part in one non-crucial aspect of the activities involving the 

painting of their impressions of a nursery activity. Their refusal was accepted without question 

from me. 

 

It was also important, as a social constructionist, that the activities themselves, although broadly 

designed by me, were further developed through shared thoughts, ideas and experiences of both 

adult and child participants. Thus conversations with adults in focus groups and in interviews 

were informal in nature and were only very loosely structured. All I had to guide them was a 

hand written list of general themes to pursue, based on the outcome of my initial seminars with 

strategic staff. My intention was that they were more like conversations which participants and 

myself took in directions we wished to pursue together, depending on how discussion unfolded. 

Not only did I consider that such an approach was more respectful of their contribution, it also 

allowed them, in a very real sense, to have ownership of the data itself and to have a belief that 

their authentic voices had been heard. The very richness of the data I obtained by such method is 

testament to the success of the approach. 

 

Similarly, I wanted to engage with children as, in effect, co-researchers, using their agency and 

competence to further the research goals. The activities they were part of involved them in 

gathering together the data, reflecting on them in ways unique to each individual child and then 
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creating a unique record of the data themselves, for themselves and for me. It was important that 

the children were contributing but also that they were doing it in a way which was meaningful 

and interesting for them and which provided learning opportunities. The degree of enthusiasm 

with which they engaged would indicate that I was successful in my intention. What I did not do, 

and I have subsequently regretted it, was to attempt to fully inform the children of my own 

intentions with regards the data they provided. I never explained that they were part of a wider 

research project. It does not detract from the positive experience they had in taking part but it 

would have been both more ethical and more respectful to find ways of helping them understand 

why their involvement in the activities was important to me.     

 
Finally, I approached my work with all participants with a respect for their knowledge and 

experience and recognition that they trusted me to be careful to preserve their intentions in 

talking to me and sharing their stories. I also had to acknowledge my own role in how and why 

particular stories came to the surface and others did not. That placed me in a powerful position 

from which I had to exercise great care. Some adult participants displayed astonishing degrees of 

honesty and disclosure in what they told me about their lives, which has added immensely to the 

richness of the data. It was my responsibility to ensure that the level of disclosure they went to 

was not abused in any way in its analysis.  

 

Every name of every adult and child which appears in this study is fictitious and each location 

for my fieldwork has been anonymised, though it gives an idea of the general geographical 

location within Scotland.    

 
By the time of approaching authorities to begin my fieldwork my research proposal had already 

been through the relevant University of Edinburgh’s ethical approval procedures (Appendix 17). 

I had also successfully been through the Disclosure Scotland checking procedure for an 

enhanced disclosure since I would be working with young children (Appendix 18) 

 

Some local authorities have in place protocols for agreeing to research activity in their settings. I 

worked through these, where appropriate, with key contacts in each authority to ensure the 

required permissions were in place before the start of each piece of fieldwork (Appendix 19). 
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5.7 Consent and the Selection of Parent and Child Participants 

 
I did not set out to interview parents and work with children from the same family. I did not see 

that there was any particular advantage to my research in doing so. My interests in the children’s 

views were not contingent on having those of their parents too, and vice versa. 

 

My intention was to gain informed consent from all parents through the distribution of an 

information leaflet and a consent form (Appendices 11 and 13). I intended to then randomly 

select willing parents and children for participation. I expected I would take the lead and make 

all the necessary decisions and initial contacts with parents myself.  However, my first attempt in 

the first setting was unsuccessful. Parents proved much less concerned to return forms than I 

anticipated. I was particularly concerned about the possibility of children without consent being 

photographed. I recognised that I had to use the relationships parents already had with staff to 

ensure their understanding and their willing participation. Staff spoke directly to parents and got 

signatures one by one, as parents brought or collected their children. This was a pattern I 

followed in all subsequent settings. 

 

Further reflection about how to select both children and parents also led me to revise my original 

intentions. I realised that it would have been risky for me to select child participants randomly 

myself.  It was vital for the usefulness of the data generated by the activity that children had 

some help in carrying through the task from parents or older family members. I had no 

knowledge of the likelihood of that help being forthcoming. I also did not want to run the ethical 

risk of selecting children or parents where involvement would have been challenging for them or 

their families. Finally, although my original intention was not to select children or parents for 

participation because of any specific characteristics they might have had, it soon became 

apparent that, of those for whom I had consent, there were both children and parents whose 

situations and home circumstances offered diversity of experience to the study. I approached 

staff who knew the children and their family situations well and discussed with them which 

children’s parents to approach. Following this process I had effectively switched from an 

intention to create a random sample to a purposive sample (Appendix 20). 

 

In addition, I had felt the need to put a gatekeeper in between me and the parents to both achieve 

the level of consent I required and to help in ensuring that the selection of participants would 
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generate the data required. These changes began with the first setting and I maintained them 

throughout the other three. I had given up my power, as the researcher, to make these key 

decisions by myself.    

 

5.8 Data Gathering Methods 

 
Observation 

 
I considered that observing the day-to-day interactions between staff, parents and children in the 

nursery would be a useful way of gauging how relationships were conducted between staff, 

parents and children. I set time aside for such observation in my timetable in my first setting 

where I intended to observe interaction on a daily basis and record later using a proforma. 

However, the interactions I witnessed were overwhelmingly related to staff to child or staff to 

staff engagement and to issues related to the curriculum and child development.  Almost no 

interactions I was able to observe related to the family or to parent to staff interactions. Most 

such interactions were conducted very quietly in situations where they were not meant to be 

overheard. 

 

 I considered I would achieve as much data relevant to these relationships by talking to staff, 

parents and children on a one to one basis in interview and I therefore decided to stop gathering 

this strand of data in the three subsequent settings. Instead, I kept a daily journal which recorded 

my general observations and thoughts (Appendix 21). 
 
Interviews and focus groups with parents 

 
Focus groups were brought together in each setting to discuss aspirations of childhood and how 

these related to participants’ knowledge of lived experiences for children. They brought to 

discussions both their own recollections of childhood and their knowledge of their children’s 

lives. A short word exercise was used to encourage initial conversation (Appendix 2). 

 

Interviews were carried out with parents to establish their experiences of using early years 

services, the relationships they held with staff and their perceptions about staff roles and 

responsibilities. They were very loosely structured, such that they felt much more like 

conversations. I did not have a list of questions but rather a series of themes in mind which I had 
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hand noted down in my own small notebook, which I laid open beside me and to which I 

referred as unobtrusively as I could. After gaining agreement, I recorded all interviews and focus 

groups to avoid having to take notes. All parents were relaxed, very open and engaged well with 

me. Although my position as a relative stranger and as a researcher doing research of which they 

only had limited knowledge gave me a power advantage in our encounters, participants also had 

the power of deciding just how much of their lives they were prepared to share with me. The 

data obtained were detailed and sometimes very personal and revealing (Appendix 22). 

Although the power differential was always apparent, reflexivity was used on both sides to turn 

these events into enjoyable conversations. 

 
It proved to be very difficult to get engagement from the numbers of parents I had intended. I 

had hoped to interview around twenty eight parents in total and to hold focus groups involving 

around twenty parents. In fact the total number of interviews across all four settings was 

seventeen and the number who attended focus groups was a further thirteen (Appendix 28).  

 

In every setting there were a number of interviews set up for consenting parents and/or focus 

group attendees where people failed to keep appointments. The reasons why this happened were 

not explored but, for whatever reason, other calls on parents’ time took priority.  

 

Activities with children 
 

My intention in working with children was to get some sense of their lives at home with their 

families and in their communities. I knew this would be impossible just by talking to them in the 

very short time I had with them. I decided instead to base my research in a series of activities 

(Appendix 23) in which children could photographically record their lives at home over a long 

weekend and we could then talk about the photographs they had taken. Although the situation 

was, of necessity, contrived and the photographs themselves were only snapshots in time, the 

stories they told along with the visual prompts and the recollections represented by the 

photographs themselves would give me the insight I was looking for. The children could then go 

on and make a book of the photographs and stories to take home for themselves and their 

families, my having first photographed the data (Appendix 24).  
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Although it was omitted in the ethics application and consents given for my fieldwork by the 

university, and, in retrospect, it should have been included, I was always mindful in my work 

with children of my professional obligation to follow all professional and authority guidelines in 

working with children, most particularly, those pertaining to child protection.  I was aware of the 

potential for disclosure, and of my responsibility to place children’s protection above any 

research intentions. Fortunately, at no time was there any concerning issue raised by children in 

the stories they told of their lives. 
 

My first priority in working with the children was to establish trusting relationships with them 

quickly; otherwise, they were unlikely to feel happy enough to talk to me freely. I found I had an 

invaluable ally in my attempts to build these relationships. I had made the use of a puppet, Billy 

Bear, central to the first activity I carried out with the children (Appendix 12). This activity was 

to act as a precursor to the home based activity with a disposable camera. It involved the 

children playing with Billy Bear, as a visitor to the nursery, making a photographic record of his 

time there and then creating a book about his adventures (Appendix 25). Billy Bear was 

introduced to the children in each setting on my last pre-visit to the nursery as a character who 

lived with me and was my granddaughter’s playmate when she came to stay with me. He wanted 

to come and play with them for a while but was shy, didn’t know very much and needed looking 

after. He then sent the children a postcard of himself after meeting them and just before his ‘first 

day’, saying how much he was looking forward to coming. The children very readily accepted 

the puppet and took on the responsibility of looking after him with much enthusiasm. Always, 

the cry that went up from the children when I arrived in nursery was ‘Where’s Billy Bear?’ He 

distributed stickers of himself to all the children who looked after him in the nursery. 

 

Because they liked and trusted the puppet, they quickly began to like and trust me too. I found it 

easy to integrate myself into the life of the nursery and the consciousness of the children through 

my use of the puppet as he played with them around the space. 
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When it came to time for me to do a more intense piece of work with a small number of children 

in each setting, they were used to Billy Bear and, therefore, used to me. If they were not yet 

happy to talk openly and confidently to me, they would do so with the bear. The data collection 

method was essentially an activity/play based one, over which the children themselves had a 

large amount of control. This made the process a meaningful one for children and reflected an 

approach which saw them as data gatherers rather than research subjects (Clark and Moss, 

2001). Whilst I may have set the broad outlines of the process, the children directed this strand 

of the research. Of course, it made the research outcomes completely unpredictable but I 

considered that was only right and a reflection of a process which was fundamentally a co-

construction between them, their families, the setting and me.  

 

I had early concerns about the ultimate value of the data collected using this method. These 

related both to the quality of the photographs and to early experiences in the first setting with 

children with very, very limited vocabulary. However, by the time all the children had 

completed I knew I had a wealth of useful and fascinating information in each of the books they 

made (Appendix 26). Each tells a very individual story and much can be understood about the 

lives of each participating child by considering the photographs and their stories together. Even 

those with the least amount of vocabulary were often eloquent in their use of their photographs 

and the very few words they had. 

 

Photographs were taken for the study by the children themselves, or a member of their family 

over a long weekend (Appendix 27). The subject matter of each photograph came straight from 

the experiences of the children themselves and acted as a prompt to children to talk in a storied 

form about their lives. It would not have been possible to use photographs with adults in the 

same way. The advent of digital photography has impacted on the social use of photographs. 

Their place in recording family life has increased exponentially in the years between adult 

participants’ childhoods and those of their own children.  
 

In all, I worked with fourteen children making books and another sixteen children taking a tour 

of their nursery with Billy Bear to tell him about what went on in the different spaces (Appendix 

28). 
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Interviews and focus groups with staff 
 

Focus groups with staff were conducted in exactly the same way and for the same purpose as 

those I had conducted with parents. 

 

Interviews with individual members of staff were designed to understand how they felt about 

their jobs, the roles and responsibilities they held and about the services they operated within. 

They were semi-structured and, as with parent interviews, I only had broad themes which I 

wished to explore with no set questions. I saw our discussions as conversations in which they 

had as much say about the direction in which they went. Without exception I found staff were 

interested in and pleased to support my work. They were extremely honest and open with their 

views on their jobs, moving beyond their professional roles and into their personal views and 

experiences. The data from these encounters are very full and rich (Appendix 29). 

 

In every setting there was one identified member of staff to consider the logistical issues with me 

in carrying out all of my work. They helped me bring forward solutions which would allow me 

to achieve my data gathering requirements, not withstanding the difficulties this sometimes 

presented in reconciling my needs with the working requirements of the setting. I found working 

with my designated liaison staff a positive and rewarding experience. 

 

5.9 Space for Working 

 
Appropriate and exclusive use of space was a problem in all centres. No nurseries had ancillary 

spaces available which I could be sure I would have access to, to comfortably accommodate 

interviews or one to one sessions with children. These activities therefore often took place in 

parents’ rooms, offices or staff rooms, even in playrooms, which, if they were required for their 

primary purpose, would leave my interviews etc being relocated elsewhere, often at the last 

minute.  

 

There was little opportunity to arrange rooms for interview such that I could achieve the degree 

of relaxation and informality I would have wished. Some of the interviews with parents were 

carried out sitting on infant chairs in playrooms. Nonetheless, and despite the difficulties, the 
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atmosphere in all sessions was friendly and informal. Coffee and biscuits was made available 

wherever possible. 

 

On one occasion, I had no alternative but to meet with individual children to discuss their 

activities and photographs from home in a corridor adjacent to the foyer where parents gathered. 

Although I don’t think there was any material impact on the quality of the data as a result, there 

was a level of distraction present in the children themselves which made it less than ideal. One 

child in particular found it hard to concentrate to the extent that he requested he stop talking 

about his photographs with the phrase, ‘Can I go now?’ Of course, no pressure was placed on 

him to stay!  

 
5.10 Initial Analysis 

 
I transcribed all my interviews and then sent the transcriptions of staff interviews for affirmation 

of accuracy, as well as offering participants the opportunity to change, delete or extend any 

points they had made. Only one interviewee made substantive changes and offered more guarded 

and professionally protective alternatives to her original interview thoughts. Unfortunately, I was 

unable to afford the same opportunity to parent participants because, by the time transcriptions 

were ready, it was the end of the summer term.  

 

Having done the transcriptions of my interviews and focus group discussions and listened to 

recordings of children’s stories it was apparent that there were some very broad themes which 

preoccupied participants. Inevitably these were associated with children’s lives in their families 

and communities and with the impact of perceived stresses and strains from the wider world.  

 

5.11 Feedback to Settings 

 
I had made undertakings to each of the settings I used to bring back my initial findings and to 

talk to adult participants to seek their reactions and views.  Prompt feedback was important as 

part of my commitment to a co-construction of the research process. I was also keen to go back 

to nurseries themselves before taking the research back to strategic staff. 
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I made arrangements to run a short workshop in each nursery (Appendix 30). Despite the 

nurseries making considerable efforts to contact parent participants, even when they were no 

longer involved with the nurseries, only two parents in two of the nurseries managed to return. 

Still, their contribution was valued and valuable. 

 

The sessions were not just confined to staff who had been participants but to whole staff teams 

in each of the nurseries. I wanted to disseminate the work widely so that staff achieved the 

maximum benefit from involvement, but I also wanted to get reactions from as wide a group as 

possible so that I could use their thoughts as part of the further and more detailed analysis I 

needed to do before I also went back to strategic staff in each authority. 

 

5.12 Final Analysis 

 
There is a qualitative difference between the remembered experiences of adult participants 

concerning their own childhoods, and the accounts given by children, which were very much in 

the present. In my research I looked to make comparisons between the two. It was inevitable that 

remembered experiences were selective and that participants gave me storied versions of their 

childhoods which were consciously or unconsciously filtered through a lens of adult concerns 

for their own children’s life stories, which they perceived to be less rich than their own.  

 

However, narrative analysis is not searching for conventional truth or facts (Lawler, 2002; Ellis 

and Bochner, 2003; Tamboukou, 2008). It seeks to represent and interpret stories which 

themselves are representational of the people who have told them, whether those stories are from 

the past or the present. It takes account of the role of the researcher, the inter-subjectivity of the 

interview encounters, and it recognises both the stories and the interviews themselves as socially 

situated (Crewe and Maruna, 2006; Reissman, 2008). Narrative analysis recognises and accepts 

that there is no objective way of accounting for the past (Lawler, 2002). A comparison between 

adult remembered experiences and children’s remembered experiences within a much shorter 

time frame is legitimate because neither set of experiences is being represented as fact. 

Comparisons are drawn between the narratives without trying to establish any objective truth. 

 

My initial thinking about how to take a narrative analysis approach to the data was to take the 

three core issues of childhood, roles and responsibilities, and relationships, devise a matrix based 
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on them and then break down and allocate all the data. I devised a coding system and began to 

systematically work my way through each transcript transferring data. I amassed a large number 

of pieces of coded data and I began to think of participants in terms of their code names. J2-6 

and G4-2 became as familiar to me as ‘Janet and John’.  

 

However, I became increasingly uneasy. It seemed it was a deeply de-personalising process 

which took the data a very long way away from the people who had told me their stories, my 

sense of what they had intended when they told them to me, and, indeed, why they agreed to 

speak to me in the first place. It didn’t seem like an ethical or respectful way to treat their 

contributions. I was moving further away from my own original intentions of giving a platform 

to participants so their own experiences found a voice, albeit one ultimately interpreted by me.  

 

I stopped what I was doing, went back to methodology literature and read more about narrative 

analysis looking to find a way of dealing with my data that allowed me to be true to my original 

intentions. I learned that it is possible to be rigorous, to be interpretive of the data, and to 

produce findings which are trustworthy, at the same time as preventing the stripping away of too 

much of the intention of the original voices of my participants (Okely, 1994 and 2008; Cortazzi, 

2002; Riessman, 2003; Gibbs, 2007; Rapley, 2007). I approached the task through a process of 

reading and re-reading transcripts, becoming deeply familiar with the content, identifying ‘top 

stories’ from each participant, and using that knowledge, along with an acknowledgement of my 

own reflexivity, to establish the major narrative themes across the data. This then allowed a 

meaningful analysis of the thematic narratives against my research questions. That felt like a 

more ethical approach and one which was more in keeping with my overall research intentions. I 

wanted to use, not lots of disembodied and de-contextualised fragments of narrative from people 

known only by their codes, but the threads of the stories they told as they explained their own 

understanding of childhood and their roles and responsibilities as parents, staff members or 

children themselves.  

 

5.13 Feedback to Strategic Staff 

 
Finally, I returned to the strategic staff in each of the authorities where I had first discussed my 

research at the beginning of my fieldwork, and I reported on my findings (Appendix 31). Many 

of the personnel had changed in the meantime but I was still interested to hear their views about 
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the implications of the findings, as they digested what participants had to say about childhood, 

for the development of services and for the roles and responsibilities for staff. Three out of the 

four seminars were well attended. High Green authority, was undergoing significant staff 

changes and this was reflected in the numbers. Findings were received with considerable interest 

at all seminars, lively and very reflective discussion ensued and my research has benefited from 

being able to take account of their reactions.  

 

5.15 Limitations of my Fieldwork 

 
I considered whether, by making a decision to work with children between the ages of three and 

five, I hadn’t unquestioningly drifted into research practice which was informed by a 

developmentalist paradigm and undermined my own ontological position. I did make a broad 

assumption about capability of children based on age and, by so doing, failed to recognise that 

age itself is a social construct. I did not get past the developmentalist ideas about the child 

currently embedded in early years services and practice. 

 

I was only able, within the time and resource available to me, to work in four early years centres 

across Scotland. Although I selected four centres in very different physical, social and economic 

environments in an attempt to get a range of perspectives and experience, my participant 

numbers, even for a qualitative piece of research, were of necessity relatively small. Despite this 

constraint, I do consider that the data I gathered, even from such small numbers was very rich 

and certainly sufficient to provide answers to my research questions.  Nevertheless, if I had been 

able to use more centres from other areas in Scotland the data might have provided for a deeper 

understanding. Despite this limitation, I have found it possible to make authoritative statements 

for my qualitative study which are reflective of comparisons between participants’ ideas and 

experiences and what is contained within the Scottish Early Years Framework document. 

 

A further limitation for my research has been the amount of time I was able to spend in each of 

the settings gathering data. The data collection methods selected were diverse and, in the case of 

children, complex. They relied on trusting relationships being established very quickly. More 

time would have allowed these relationships, particularly with children, to evolve further and the 

depth of the data improved as a result. It would have allowed me to establish myself as a friendly 

face in the nursery and prevented some of the inevitable assumptions made by participants about 
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my role and the back-stories they no doubt invented. These assumptions and back-stories 

inevitably influenced the ways in which stories were created and narratives shared in interviews 

and focus groups, and in activities with children themselves. 

 

In addition, a longer period in each setting would have allowed me to use opportunities for 

observation to much greater effect in exploring how day to day activities within the settings 

themselves impacted on professional and family relationships. As it was I relied very heavily on 

focus group discussions and individual interviews with parents and staff to come to an 

understanding of these relationships.  Whilst these were very productive, more ethnographic 

forms of data collection over a longer period of time would have added a greater degree of 

depth.  

 

I had hoped to access parent and child participants on a random basis by informing all parents of 

my research in writing, asking them to self select involvement, either for themselves or their 

children, and by making my face familiar to everyone by spending time in each nursery prior to 

the commencement of the fieldwork. Unfortunately, it proved difficult for me on my own to get 

enough parents to agree to be part of the study. After discussion with me, staff specifically 

targeted parents. The selection of parent participants was therefore not random or self selected 

but identified and encouraged by staff. Child participants were selected in the same way. I do not 

consider that parents were selected specifically because they would give positive accounts of 

their experiences with the nursery. The focus of staff in approaching parents was on their likely 

willingness to take part and on the particular circumstances they might wish to talk about. 

 

The combination of staff approaching parents in this way, on the basis of their knowledge of 

family circumstances and of the use of early years services, has perhaps provided a set of very 

particular perspectives. Even so, I consider that there was sufficient diversity of view and of 

experience within all participants’ stories to create valid data for my research questions.  It helps 

that the participants came from four communities from right across Scotland and where the 

challenges faced are all very different. 

 

Apart from one nursery where the manager was very keen to make the participation of children 

into an exercise for them on the use of their own agency, none of the nurseries was interested in 

seeking out children’s direct views or agreement to being involved in my research. Instead, each 
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parent on behalf of her child, using a signed informed consent form, granted permission. In the 

interests of recognition of children’s rights and of their own abilities to make choices and 

determine for themselves whether they wished to be included, I would have preferred to seek 

children’s direct agreement to take part. However, in working in a nursery context as a student 

researcher, I had no power and no locus in determining access either to parents or to children 

other than through the gateway offered by staff.  

 

In reality, once parents gave the initial permissions, and as was in keeping with general practice 

in all four nurseries, children always had a choice on a daily basis whether they ultimately 

wished to take part in activities associated with the research. Two of the children in one centre 

did withdraw from certain elements because, at the time of asking on a particular day, other 

choices interested them more. Although I regard the lack of involvement of children in the initial 

decision making process as an ethical limitation, I am happy that they were at no time coerced 

into taking part in any activity they were not enthusiastic about. 

 

The final limitation of my study regards a lack of engagement with policy or decision makers as 

research participants. Their voice is missing from the data deliberately. Whilst that is a 

significant limitation in one sense, it has also allowed me free reign to offer a clear critique of 

the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework without having to consider the perspective 

of the establishment view.     
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Chapter Six  
 

Critique of the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework Document  
 
Introduction 

 
My research questions relate to the relationship between underpinning ideas of childhood in 

Scotland, the policy context in which these are expressed and how they are then realised through 

the experiences of children and families in early years services.  

 

In this chapter, I will present a critique of the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework 

(2008), in the context of the broader legislative and social policy framework for Scotland. I will 

demonstrate how an underpinning philosophy of childhood, either expressed or implicit in the 

Framework document, is linked to wider ideas about Scotland’s social and economic future and 

to legislative priorities in Scotland over the last decade. I will use both my own analysis and the 

thoughts and views of strategic staff I consulted with during a series of focus group discussions 

across my four fieldwork authorities to make connections between ideas of childhood, and the 

Scottish Government’s views about where responsibilities for creating appropriate childhood 

experiences lie.  

 

6.1 Background 

 

The Early Years Framework (2008) was produced as one of a raft of social policy documents 

from the Scottish Government since devolved government in 1999 designed to develop social 

policy for a separate, if not an independent, Scotland. It came amidst mounting evidence that the 

experience of childhood for children in the UK places them at a disadvantage, against almost 

every indicator, when compared with children from other developed countries (OECD, 2006; 

Bradshaw, Hoelscher and Richardson, 2006; UNICEF, 2007, 2008 and 2011; The Children’s 

Society, 2009; Bailey, 2011).  

 
The Framework identifies early years experiences as one of the main contributory factors in 

longer term outcomes for children. An agenda for change is set out to combat what is seen by the 

Scottish Government as the potential future damage which may result to the social and economic 
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infrastructure of Scotland from young children living in difficult and challenging situations 

without adequate and effective support. A vision for young children up to the age of eight is 

outlined which, it is suggested, will underpin the priorities for development of early years 

services in Scotland for the 2010s. The stated intention in the Framework document is to 

reconceptualise and transform the early years, a priority which, since devolution, has seen party 

political support from across the political spectrum and across all governments, from the first 

Labour/Liberal Democrat coalition, through the Scottish National Party minority government, 

and, from 2011, a Scottish National Party majority government. This has led to a continuity of 

purpose and policy response in early years, regardless of the political hue of those in power. 

 

The history of the development of the Early Years Framework itself has its roots in development 

of the wider children’s policy framework in Scotland, emanating from the review of services 

which produced For Scotland’s Children (Scottish Executive, 2001), and the publication of a 

consultation document, the Integrated Strategy for the Early Years by the Scottish Executive in 

2003. That consultation ultimately led to a Joint Policy Statement from the Scottish Government 

and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) in early 2008 and the establishment 

of four thematic task groups to develop a jointly owned framework for an early years policy for 

Scotland.   

 

The four themes identified were: 

 

Building parenting and family capacity pre and post birth 
Creating communities that provide a supportive environment for children and families 
Delivering integrated services that meet the holistic needs of children and families 
Developing a suitable workforce to support the framework  
(Scottish Government/COSLA, 2008, p13). 

 

Membership of the task groups was intended:  

 

To involve a broad range of stakeholders from the full range of early years interests, 
including all sectors and all levels. The groups will be supported by a team of policy 
makers, service managers, researchers, economists and statisticians from within the 
Scottish Government and local government (Scottish Government/COSLA, 2008, p12).  
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Although a wide range of organisations from across the public, private and voluntary sectors was 

represented in these task groups, mechanisms were not put in place for them to involve or 

consult in any extensive way with frontline staff or parents, and not at all with children. 

 

The vision of the Early Years Framework itself, a joint Scottish Government and COSLA policy 

published at the end of 2008, once the task groups had made their recommendations, is given 

context by linking it to a Concordat, signed between the Scottish Government and COSLA in 

2007. This looks to place the Scottish Government’s ‘Purpose’ at the heart of the policy: 

 

… to create a more successful country with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish, 
through increasing sustainable economic growth (Scottish  Government, 2008, P1) 

 
 

Connections are made between early years services and wider social and economic objectives 

within the Concordat, designed to create a strong and prosperous Scotland. The Scottish 

Government is committed to a delivery mechanism for Concordat objectives which is integrated 

into a series of Single Outcome Agreements with local authorities and their associated 

Community Planning Partnerships. A critique of the content of the Framework document in 

relation to early childhood is therefore best appreciated if it is understood within the wider 

framework of policy emanating from the Scottish Government. This is described in a related 

Scottish Government policy document as:  

 

… a move away from micro-management from the centre and ‘one size fits all’ national 
solutions, coupled with an outcomes based approach, provid[ing] local authorities with 
the freedom they need to take effective and decisive local action (Achieving Our 
Potential, 2008, p7). 

 

Arrangements set out in the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 outline the agenda for 

ensuring that both national and local priorities are linked together and carried forward through 

local planning arrangements built on the active participation of local people in local 

communities. The process of community planning is underpinned by the concept of social 

justice. Economic regeneration is perceived to be inextricably linked to social cohesion brought 

about through strengthening the capacity of communities to support themselves. They are 

charged both with economic regeneration of their local areas and working within a philosophical 

framework which is underpinned by ideas of holistic and sustainable development. The strength 
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and ongoing sustainability of the economy is seen as being tied to the wellbeing of the people of 

Scotland and the communities who generate wealth. 

 

Community planning legislation is supported by other legislation and policy initiatives tied to 

the government's social agenda including initiatives related to health, education and family 

support, as set out below -  

 
Figure 6.1 Scottish Government Social Policy Framework for Children  

Of key importance to early years and launched in 2008, is Getting it Right for Every Child 

(GIRFEC), soon to be supported by new legislation currently proceeding through the Scottish 

Parliament, the Children’s Services (Scotland) Bill and a Rights of Children and Young People 

Bill. GIRFEC is a policy initiative building on work to establish integrated, early intervention 
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strategies started in response to the critical review document, For Scotland’s Children (Scottish 

Executive, 2001) which identified failings in service responses to children living in challenging 

circumstances. One of the root causes of inequality and poverty is identified as lying in early life 

experiences. The Early Years Framework therefore aims to set out policy in relation to these first 

few years. 

 

6.2 The Early Years Framework 

 

In developing a critique of the Framework I considered both the range and clarity of its vision 

for young children, and the logic of the strategy for delivering resulting objectives. The 

Framework makes clear the Government’s view that the impetus for change is both fundamental 

and informed by the need for a strong and vibrant future for Scotland:  

 

At the heart of the model of transformational change is a whole system approach to 
giving children the best possible start in life. The vision and case for action articulate 
how early years and early intervention contribute to a range of medium to long term 
outcomes across economic activity, employability, health, education, crime and 
communities. The process of change encompasses family, community, service and 
workforce elements (Early Years Framework, Part 11, 2008, p3).   

 

The key drivers for change underpinning the Framework are therefore presented as very broad 

social and economic benefits, explicitly linked to other key parts of the Scottish Government’s 

policy framework. These drivers are well defined and include: 

 

• Break[ing] the cycle of social disadvantage…and hence preventing the intergenerational 
nature of poverty in Scotland through improved life outcomes  

• Encouraging communities to become more engaged in supporting young children and       
their families  

• A new emphasis on the crucial birth to three period of a child’s life  
            (Strathclyde University, 2010, p7). 
 
 
The vision and value of childhood 

 
Given the policy direction and drivers for the Scottish Government described above, I wanted to 

understand the value it attached to early childhood and so looked for indications of an 

underpinning philosophy of childhood in the Framework itself. 
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I carried out a manual count (Appendix 3) from the document against words associated with 

aspirations for childhood already identified through an exercise (Appendix 2) carried out with 

adult research participants.  However, there were also additional words extrapolated from the 

document itself. Whilst I recognised the crudeness of the method I felt it would give some 

indication as to the philosophical underpinning for the emphasis and thrust of the arguments put 

forward in the Framework. It would also give me an indication of the extent to which the ideas 

in the Framework were in harmony with research participants. A policy mismatch with the 

views of parents, children and staff  (Appendix 3) would be problematic for the development and 

delivery of a service which meets their perceived needs.   

  
Figure 6.2 Early Years Framework Word Count: Aspirations for Childhood 
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Figure 6.3 All Participants Word Count: Aspirations for Childhood 

 

The word count exercise of the Framework document reveals very little about a guiding 

philosophy of childhood. What emerges instead is a broad sense of a desirable content for 

childhood, essentially related to learning and development accessed through play. Family 

relationships and the home learning environment have a high level of prominence, linked to 

emotional wellbeing, mental health and the building of resilience. Above all, parenting is given a 

central place in the building of childhood experiences, linked to the building of social cohesion 

and the place of the family in the local community. Children’s rights are acknowledged, as well 

as the importance of social relationships. 

 

However, there is very little evidence of thinking about other aspects of childhood, which are by 

contrast, prominent in the responses of research participants. Notions of an adventurous, 

independent or curious child; a child full of wonder and joy or innate optimism; a trusting child 

reaching out to explore and experience the world; a child full of riches ready to be engaged and 

encouraged; a loving, and gentle child with respect for others around her, are entirely absent. 
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The idea of childhood described by the Framework document is one based almost entirely in 

building strength and resilience and is interesting just as much for what it leaves out as for what 

it describes. 

 

I also did a count for words which might describe the key drivers for any emphasis in policy 

terms, which might be placed on early years work (Appendix 4). Why is it that the Government 

is concerned with the early years at all? Words linked to the eradication of poverty and 

inequality and the building of a strong economy with high employment and social cohesion have 

considerable prominence:  

 

 
Figure 6.4 Early Years Framework Word Count: Key Drivers 

 

Already it is fairly evident that the preoccupation of the Framework document is less about 

recognition of the importance of childhood experiences in the here and now, than with what 

might be considered to be the means towards achieving a set of outcomes which are almost 

exclusively future based in their intentions. These are very much tied up with wider perceptions 

about the future strength of Scotland’s economy and of the underpinnings for a strong society.  
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The value of a child’s experiences in the early years is based on a view of young children as an 

investment. Scottish early years services are being looked to, to prepare young children for later 

life rather than supporting an intrinsically important stage of life itself:  

 

… economic return on early years investment is significantly higher than for any other 
stage in the education system (Early Years Framework, p7). 

 

Whilst the concept of childhood is, from the outset, expressed in terms of the provision of the 

essential seed corn for Scotland’s future strength and prosperity, the premise is that 

shortcomings in early life relationships and resulting experiences play out in social and 

economic problems that persist into adulthood, where they have a potentially corrosive effect on 

the fabric of society.  

 

The Scottish Government’s vision firmly connects the child with the adults around her, 

recognising the interplay between the child, her home circumstances, the key relationships in her 

life and her future success. The emphasis is placed on the adult role. The environment and the 

relationships to support young children are for the adults around the child, and primarily the 

family, to ensure. It is the Government’s contention that it is therefore adult behaviour and adult 

intervention that is required to effect necessary change. This is reflected in the launch of  the 

Scottish Government’s National Parenting Strategy (2012) which, in its Ministerial Forward, 

announces that it: 

 

… aims to make parents feel empowered, valued, supported and confident in their 
ability to care for their children… This shouldn’t be seen as the state taking over the role 
of parents but rather supporting them in their role (National Parenting Strategy, 2012) 

 

The child’s own agency and ability to act in her own life is not recognised (Lansdown, 2001; 

Wyness et al, 2004; Thomas, 2005).  

 

The role of the family 

 

The Framework document demonstrates that the Scottish Government is trying to avoid an over 

reliance on the state in the matter of bringing up children in favour of strong early relationships 

between children and their families. For the Scottish Government it is clear that supporting 
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parents to parent effectively is key to the success of the Framework. The emphasis is on the 

importance of the relationships within the family in achieving long term success for children 

and, ultimately, for society as a whole:  

 

Parents' interaction with children in the first years of life is critical in developing 
relationships and laying the foundations for positive physical and mental health 
development (p7).  
 

It is perceived to be the family’s role to socialise the child to take her place in wider society. 

Anticipated intervention is geared towards the encouragement of self-reliance through building 

the family’s core strength and the central relationships within it: 

 

Parents [need] appropriate support to help them understand the responsibilities and 
sustained commitment associated with bringing up a child and to develop the skills 
needed to provide a nurturing and stimulating home environment free from conflict 
(p11). 

 

The vision is for a childhood where there are ‘strong, sensitive relationships with parents and 

carers’ (p4) and where ‘families and communities play the pivotal role in children’s 

development, learning and life chances’ (p2). Ultimately, the Government is concerned to 

support the development of:  

 

safe, stable, stimulating and nurturing relationships with parents that develop resilience 
and a sense of security and trust in the relationship (p10)  
 

recognising that:  

 

the home learning environment in the early years is the largest factor in attainment and 
achievement at age 10 (p16).  

 

If the aim of the Government is to create strong resilient children and the identified route to 

achieving this is to create strong resilient families, it would seem right to look to the Framework 

for a credible strategy for supporting the creation of nurturing home circumstances for all 

children. It would also seem  important, in this respect, for any strategy to take into account the 

reality faced by the majority of families in their daily lives when setting out a set of expectations 

about parental roles and responsibilities. There is a potential dilemma at the core of the 
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Framework document, in relation to its expectations of parents when other demands, including 

those of work, may severely limit their capacity to take on the kind of role it outlines. Strategic 

staff from focus group discussions expressed concerns: 

 

The child may not be the main focus for the family. S/he may be regarded in terms of 
being another of the many challenges experienced by the family at any given point in 
time (Beth, High Green authority). 
   

The second dilemma for the intentions laid out in the Framework relates to those children who it 

regards as facing considerable challenges, and where there are perceived to be major questions 

over the parenting capacity of their parents. The challenges faced are described as being the 

direct result of unhelpful and damaging behaviours by the very parents to whom the Framework 

looks to have the power and the resources to help. The parents are described as living with their 

own issues relating to 'substance misuse, smoking, poor diet during pregnancy and the early 

years’ (p7), leading to the creation of 'chaotic home circumstances' (p8) for their children. This is 

a highly negative view of such parents and of the implications for their parenting capacity. The 

concepts of richness, strength, resilience and the notion of a resourceful parent have been 

replaced, in such situations, with perceptions of vulnerability, need, inadequacy and deficit.  The 

Government also admits that ‘these parents most in need are often the least likely to access 

services' (p7).  

 

Whilst the Early Years Framework, lays out a theoretical entitlement for all children based in 

strength and resilience, it characterises children from these families as blighted by 'negativity 

and poor development…[putting them] at higher risk of poor outcomes’ (p8). It laments the 'lost 

childhoods and damage to children, families and communities' (p8). The model for these 

children and families starts, then, from a perception of a deficit in their capacity to cope, rather 

than an acknowledgement of inner resources and richness they may have to combat the risks and 

challenges they face.  

 

For strategic staff there was a different take on dealing with the level of challenge faced:  

 

There is often a significant gap between what professionals might want for families… 
and what they themselves are able to achieve. The reality of life for many families is 
such that the ideal is not achievable because the environment creates less opportunity 
and limits imagination… there is often a pragmatism amongst parents that it is best to 
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set aside unrealistic aspirations in favour of getting on with day to day living as best as 
you can. Professionals do not have the right to be critical of families for making these 
choices (Rory, High Green authority). 

 

The Framework attempts to deal with this tension by stating that special, targeted measures may 

need to be put in place in an attempt to create the strength and resilience which it believes is 

missing in such families. Ultimately, a clear differentiation in response to families is being made 

which demands that decisions on the level of intervention of the state be made along a line of 

disadvantage and deficit, rather than a more universal approach built on a bringing out of innate 

strength in all families and children.  

 

For strategic staff involved in focus groups, this differentiation results in a response which was 

perceived to be contradictory to the aspiration:  

 

We expect [that] parents [will] take responsibility for their children and yet we imply 
that they are not capable of it. We strip away their confidence and end up deskilling 
them (Sonia, Eastlands authority).  

 

This was most clearly expressed in perceptions about the delicacy of response required by staff 

in working with families: 

 

Supporting families to explore their aspirations for their children and their own abilities 
to support their children to achieve them is fraught with difficulty. Parents become very 
defensive if they feel criticised for their parenting, when they may be focused on simple 
survival (Orla, High Green authority).  

 

A resolution of the tension may rest at least in part, in offering clarity about the concept of 

childhood the Framework ultimately wishes to adopt and, therefore, where and how it wishes to 

target its resources. The choice to be made is between a strong, resilient child with the inner 

resources to meet life's challenges, or a needy, vulnerable child who requires protection. 

Addressing this conceptual tension is of fundamental importance for the Framework in setting 

out expectations of how services and the staff who work within them should respond.  

 

Equally, what appears not to be acknowledged in the Framework document is the idea that even 

children and families living in challenging circumstances may have their own agency and a 

powerful capacity to effect positive change in their own lives, given the right support. There is 
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no explicit commitment to consulting with parents and families themselves about how to support 

them in strengthening their relationships and how to provide an enabling service to them. The 

emphasis is one of professionals empowering parents from a position of authority rather than one 

which recognises parent’s own agency. The parallels with the Framework’s approach to 

children’s agency are marked and are important in that they indicate the level of importance 

attached to participatory rights of children and their families. 

 

The role of communities 

 

Families are not seen as the only social unit of importance to young children in the Framework. 

The local community, perceived to be those who live close by, share a sense of belonging to the 

same locality and who have the potential to create a cohesive and localised support for each 

other, is recognised as having an important role to play in ensuring a secure and positive start to 

the young lives of its children. Communities should:  

 

… feel empowered and responsible about supporting children and families… [and] 
communities are enabled to develop their own aspirations and challenged to deliver their 
own outcomes (p12). 

 

The vehicle for joining up family priorities with those of the wider community in taking 

responsibility for meeting the needs of young children is seen as the community planning 

process, rolled out through local government arrangements. This is reflected in other Scottish 

Government policy drivers such as the National Strategy for Community Engagement (2008) 

and was supported by strategic staff in my research: 

 

Community planning offers the potential to replace the previous muddle of umpteen 
different fora where often the same people were discussing the same children and the 
same issues. New groups need to take the responsibility they have been given and use it 
(Sandy, Westlands authority). 
 

Community planning was recognised to have its challenges however: 

 

We need to plan to stop doing things that don’t make a difference to children even 
though that is hard and may require fighting community and sometimes political 
resistance (Amelia, Eastlands authority) 
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The Framework looks to local community planning partners across Scotland to create plans for 

children and family services in their areas based in integrated and co-ordinated responses. It 

talks of ‘engagement and empowerment of …communities’ (p23) and enabling communities to 

‘develop their own aspirations and…deliver their own outcomes’ (p16). The approach is 

outcome based, with local authorities and planning partnerships accountable for the effectiveness 

of their responses through Single Outcome Agreements and the use of performance indicators 

built on appropriate data sets.  

 

Of central importance to the capacity of communities to create and deliver such plans to support 

children and families is the degree to which they have access to economic, social and human 

resources. Strategic participants expressed concern about a general and deep seated lack of such 

resources in some communities, leading to a perceived lack of community cohesion, the 

implications for childhood of which are profound: 

 

Even where there is awareness there may still be significant barriers and tensions created 
in trying to achieve aspirations. These are usually the result of pressures in the family, 
e.g. poverty, parental mental health (Claire, High Green authority). 

 

However, the Framework document is largely devoid of any strategies for building the kind of 

capacity within communities which is a pre-requisite to creating that cohesion. Beyond talking 

of ‘developing a culture of family and community learning’ (p16), the document offers little in 

the way of suggestions as to how communities might be supported  to deliver. It is hard to see, 

then, how a reliance on communities and community planning to deliver better outcomes for 

young children and families will do anything other than perpetuate existing inequalities, 

favouring those communities where there is already considerable community cohesion and 

engagement. 

 

The rights and agency of children 
 

Emphasis on work with children in the Framework document allows local authorities and their 

community planning partners the freedom to develop services according to local need and 

preference in the context of an agreed set of outcomes. Outcomes are expressed in the same 

terms as the Scottish Government’s recently reformed curriculum for all children from 3-18 

years, ‘Curriculum for Excellence’ (2007), with an expectation and an aspiration that children 
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will become successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible 

citizens.  

 

The Government regards children as ‘valued and respected at all levels in our society and 

hav[ing] the right to have their voices heard and acted upon’ (p10). It also considers children as 

‘assets to our communities’ (p12) and to have the right to ‘have their welfare put at the centre of 

decisions made by parents and services’ (p11). It is keen to locate its Framework within the 

broad framework of children’s rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC). There is therefore, within the Framework document, a commitment to ‘engagement 

and empowerment of children, families and communities’ (p4) and ‘helping [them] to secure 

outcomes for themselves’ (p4). There is also an intention that: 

 

children and families are given the support they need to help them build resilience and 
confidence about dealing with their problems themselves, wherever this is possible… 
(p11).  

 

However, for strategic staff there was recognition there is a conflict in values in society in 

Scotland which impacts heavily on the rights of children: 

 

There is a contradiction in society about how we view children, between the views of 
professionals, parents and Joe Bloggs on the street. As professionals we would all have 
similar words which would translate into similar values and practice which place 
importance on childhood but society out there regards our children as ‘waiting to be of 
value’ rather than of value per se (Maeve, Midtown authority). 
 

The same group of strategic staff tried to get to a deeper understanding of the relationship 

between an underpinning philosophy of childhood and the way in which services are 

conceptualised: 

 

The question is, is it really around the practicalities that we founder or is it something 
wider about what we think children should experience? The conflicts in values are 
reflected in what is out there in terms of services. Are children the subject of rights or 
are they the objects of care? (Holly, Midtown authority). 

 
The answer to the question posed exposes again the conceptual dilemma already discussed and 

reflected in the confused underpinnings for the Framework document itself. Here we see it 

again, this time relating to children’s rights.  
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Aside from the issue of rights, there is an expressed but loosely defined desire in the Framework 

document for the child to be an active protagonist in creating her own future. The Framework is 

designed to create the circumstances for maximising opportunity, 'building success and reducing 

the costs of failure’ (p1). However, the overwhelming expectation is that desired outcomes for 

early childhood are primarily within the power of adults to decide and deliver. The partnerships 

which are made reference to in the document relate to adult ‘partners’ and not children. In 

setting out a series of short term actions and medium and longer term objectives to ‘help 

children, families and communities to secure outcomes for themselves’ (p22), not once is the 

consultation or direct involvement of children themselves referred to. The same is true when the 

document sets out plans for the ‘engagement and empowerment of children, families and 

communities’ (p23).  

 

When the Scottish Government sets out its agenda for change in the Framework (and in other 

recently published key policy documents such as the Donaldson Report, 2011 on the future of 

teaching in Scotland and Joining Up the Dots (Deacon, 2010) on early years), it shows little 

evidence of consideration of early experiences as any kind of co-construction which involves 

children themselves in negotiating, or deciding what experiences are important to them. There 

appears to be little explicit expectation that children themselves might have a view about what 

might constitute successful outcomes and how to achieve them through the use of their own 

agency (Tisdall and Davis, 2004).  

 

The implications of this for children, when it comes to a consideration of some important aspects 

of childhood relating to the development of independence and an ability to take responsibility 

and effective control, are considerable. It was most manifest in strategic staff’s responses to 

issues of safety and risk taking: 

 

The concept of risk is an adult one which the adult imposes on the child and uses to 
prevent children doing things. Children approach things with a curiosity and a sense of 
exploration. They have the capacity to make decisions about whether to do things 
knocked out of them because of that imposition (Ruby, Westlands authority). 
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Without a recognition of children’s capacity to take responsibility and to use their own voices 

and their own agency to participate in the constructions of their own childhoods, it is difficult to 

see how these concerns can be resolved. 

 

The role of services  

 

The Scottish Government, through the Framework document, professes a belief in early 

intervention, and integrated service delivery in the context of universal services, as the route to 

support all parents and their young children.  

 

In creating a Framework for what it sees as a ‘single system service’ which is designed to 

respond to individual need, the Government is attempting to provide an appropriate level of state 

support to all children, families and communities. The expectation is that the twin concepts of 

nurturing, robust and effective parents, and strong, resilient and self-reliant children, will be 

realised through a clear and effectively resourced early intervention model designed to build 

capacity within families to support themselves. 

 

The Framework identifies 'more effective collaborations....more strategic partnerships ...models 

of joint delivery' (p18) between the public, private and third sectors and between universal and 

targeted services, as being of prime importance in creating the capacity for reinforcing and 

supporting the family. Universal services, particularly, are identified as having a key role to play 

in ensuring that children grow up as ‘successful learners, confident individuals, effective 

contributors and responsible citizens’ (Curriculum for Excellence, 2007): 

 

The power of universal services in securing engagement is key...building the capacity of 
the core services that children and families come into contact with on a regular basis 
(Early Years Framework, p17).  

 

A very particular view is presented of how universal services should function linked to the 

central concepts of childhood and parenthood, as already outlined.  The need for 'stronger...more 

personal relationships with a smaller number of people delivering services that meet a wider 

range of needs' (p17) is highlighted. The Government wishes to 'deliver a service that meets the 

different needs identified within mainstream services as far as possible... New and innovative 

models of collaboration will be required.' (p17)   
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A new emphasis on holistic approaches to meeting children's needs lies at the heart of the new 

vision. Children are recognised as having a right to:  

 

high quality relationships, environments and services which offer a holistic approach to 
meeting their needs ...and encompass play, learning, social relationships and emotional 
and physical wellbeing (p3). 

 

It is argued in the Framework that the role of services is to work together to support families and 

communities to find solutions, not to impose their own.  

 

There is a danger that greater involvement of public services ...simply transfers 
responsibility away… to the state in a way that will not deliver improved outcomes 
(p16). 

 

The role of services is clearly then, not to replace the family or the community in providing for 

the central needs of young children, but to support the parents, if and where that is needed and at 

the earliest point. Regular contact with a non-stigmatised, high quality core service which has 

the capacity to respond to a range of needs is regarded as vital to engaging with parents, as is 

working with parents in the very early stages of parenting. The Framework outlines plans for 

‘integrated care pathways for antenatal, maternity and postnatal care’ (p24) and the development 

of a ‘parental capacity building model’ (p24). It also talks of supporting the family ‘to the point 

where it can be self-sustaining within the universal services which are available’ (p9). It is 

concerned to ensure that services operate together so that: 

 

Parents have integrated support from services to meet a range of needs they may have. 
This includes help for parents to develop relationships to (sic) their child and to address 
stresses which may impact on their ability to perform their parenting role (p11).  
 

With its emphasis on holistic working, integrated responses, early identification and early 

intervention in the context of mainstream services, all in the interests of empowering children, 

families and communities to find their own solutions and to create their own opportunities, the 

Framework is looking to services to be ‘ready to deal with children and families whatever their 

circumstances’ (p12) and to ‘shift the focus from crisis management to prevention, early 

identification and early intervention.’ (p8). This appears to be a logical and coherent approach. 
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However, for such an approach to be successful all parents must have access to a universal 

service with the capacity to respond at all times. There must be a correlation in provision 

between early identification and intervention, and the accessibility and capacity of universal 

services accessed by all parents. The first three years of a child's life, the Framework itself 

recognises are the crucial years, yet there is currently no such service lead in reality.  

 

Strategic staff were concerned at the impact of other major policy initiatives, particularly Health 

for All (Hall 4, 2003), on the existing lead within health services for under three year olds: 

 

There is a conflict between the effects of implementation of Health for All and the early 
intervention objectives of the Early Years Framework. The impact of implementation of 
Health for All has been the erosion of the capacity for health professionals to work 
within universal services in favour of increased targeting of their resources at high end 
intervention (Sonia, Eastlands authority). 

 

Without a clear strategic lead in universal services, particularly in the first three years, the 

question of who has the responsibility, under GIRFEC principles, for identifying those families 

where home circumstances are, or could become challenging, remains unresolved. So, too, is the 

question of where the mainstream capacity lies for making any kind of early intervention without 

stigmatising the family.  For health visitors to be given the key early intervention responsibility 

under GIRFEC for all children under three years of age is simply to send early intervention 

strategies down a cul de sac. 

 

A major tension for the Scottish Government is therefore created by its lack of plans to create 

the necessary comprehensively universal context for the integrated response it seeks, particularly 

in the very first years of life. Whilst the Framework does acknowledge this gap in lead 

responsibility, it sets out no clear strategy for dealing with it, at least in the short term. This is a 

damaging omission and limits the capacity of the Framework to achieve its professed aim of 

breaking the cycles of deprivation through early intervention and working with parents in the 

very first years of life.  

 

There is a further problem which finds expression in the lack of a focus on the relationship 

between universal and targeted services. It impacts most particularly on the most vulnerable of 

children and families. What the Framework says is: 
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for almost all children, responsibility for parenting must lie with parents, supported by 
communities and services as required (p16). 

 

However, it also says: 

 

there will continue to be cases where the best interests of children will mean finding 
alternative care (p16).  

 

There is a tacit acceptance in the Framework that there will always be a small number of 

children and families for whom additional support, beyond the capabilities of a mainstream 

service to deliver, is required. This may even be for a sustained period of a young child’s life and 

may involve the care of that child by the state. As has already been argued in this chapter, there 

are inherent difficulties and conflicts in this acceptance, linked to the conceptual relationship 

between ideas of childhood and parenthood and the role of services in supporting them. 

However, there is a further issue, not addressed by the Framework document, as a result of the 

failure to resolve this. The Framework does not address how children who require targeted 

intervention will remain connected to their communities and continue to receive mainstream 

services at the same time as receiving more intensive support. It talks of ‘making use of 

universal services to better meet the needs of vulnerable children and families’ (p24) and also of 

‘more consistent access to intensive family support for those who need it.’ (p23)  It looks to the 

principles of Getting It Right for Every Child, to provide the framework for how children might 

move across and between universal and targeted services, when needed, but it fails to describe 

the mechanisms required or how that might actually be experienced by children and families.  

 

Strategic staff expressed considerable concern at the lack of a properly situated skill base within 

universal services to provide the kind of holistic support to families which would make an early 

intervention strategy tenable and could provide the required bridge into other more targeted 

services, such that the experience of children and families themselves would be seamless: 

 

There is a mismatch between a requirement to develop integrated services with the 
current roles and responsibilities for staff and an issue with families’ access to 
services… There is a lack of co-ordination of services. Opportunities to access services 
are not sufficiently clarified for some families (Amelia, Eastlands Nursery). 
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Until the Scottish Government addresses the fundamental issues of the philosophical 

connections between ideas of childhood and parenthood and where lead responsibilities in 

universal services, particularly for under 3s, should be located as a consequence, it seems it will 

struggle to achieve its key stated objective of maximising opportunity for the youngest children. 

Until universal services have the skills and the capacity to provide effective early intervention 

support the question of how ‘transformational’ the Framework can really be remains open.  

 

The role of the workforce and priorities for action 

 

It is clear that the vision for early years services in Scotland cannot be delivered without both a 

review and realignment of services and, as a direct consequence, fundamental workforce reform. 

The current workforce is divided along historically based professional lines and allied to services 

which are currently configured in such a way as might be considered challenging in taking a 

holistic view or making an integrated response. The Framework recognises the fragmentary 

nature of both the service and the workforce within it:  

 

…the current early years service landscape [in Scotland] is quite fragmented in terms of 
service delivery and workforce (p15).  

 

Key objectives in achieving the vision are to:  

 

break down the barriers between education and childcare through a move towards more 
integrated flexible services… [and]… to support nurseries, schools and childcare centres 
[in] developing their role in family and community learning (p5).   

 

These objectives are entirely consistent with the vision for transformational change. However, 

they imply new approaches and new requirements in terms of the roles and responsibilities of 

staff working across early years services, and even some adult based services, where these are 

targeted at parents in their parenting role: 

 

The skills, knowledge, attitudes and qualifications of the workforce are a key focus in 
improving quality and the mix of those skills is also critical. We want the best people 
working in early years where they can have the biggest impact on outcomes (p17).  
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One of the main strands within the document therefore concerns the key role to be played by the 

early years workforce in universal services in achieving the Government’s agenda, recognising 

that there are fundamentally important implications for the way in which staff in early years 

services work together, how they conceive of their roles and responsibilities and the skill set they 

require. The Framework therefore commits to: 

 

a workforce which is highly skilled, well trained, appropriately rewarded, well 
supported, highly valued by all and with attractive career paths (p13). 

 

and to: 

 

developing common values in the workforce, enhancing workforce skills and developing 
broader workforce roles (p5). 

 

The drivers for decisions about how to do this come from a parallel commitment to creating a 

service with ‘a smaller number of people delivering services that meet a wider range of 

needs…and [creating] new roles within the workforce’ (p17). The Framework points to work the 

Scottish Government has both already started and intends to commission in relation to the 

development of new and broader roles and responsibilities for early years workers. It is also 

committed to bringing in courses to create high quality early years teachers, seeing these as key 

to improving the quality of early education services and therefore outcomes for young children.  

 

Finally, it has made a commitment and is already working to develop joint roles across health, 

education and social services starting with a joint role between health and social care. The 

intention is to ‘develop a strategic view of where workers with broader skills can add value to 

existing services’ (p23). Significant strides have been made in improving the knowledge and 

skill base of staff working in early years in recent years, with the advent of the Care Standards 

inspected by the Care Commission and compulsory registration of the workforce with the 

Scottish Social Services Council. However, as is admitted in the Framework, Scotland is a very 

long way from having a mainstream workforce capable of delivering the high quality ‘system 

around the child’ (p15) service envisaged. To take just one objective, very high on the list of 

priorities for the Framework: 
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Parents and children have integrated support from services to meet a range of needs they 
may have. This includes help for parents to develop relationships to their child and to 
address stresses which may impact on their ability to perform their parenting role (Early 
Years Framework, p11).  

 

The capacity for consistency of response to these kinds of needs, in the way services are 

currently configured is a matter of concern, as is the current skill base lying in universal services 

to deliver on this objective. Strategic staff voiced considerable concern that such a skill base was 

largely absent: 

 

There is a mismatch between the new requirements for early years staff working in 
universal settings to take account of the child’s wider environment, including family 
circumstances, and the core units/modules generally promoted through initial training. 
The workforce is therefore not necessarily equipped to work with both children and 
adults. There is no qualification for family support yet (Orla, High Green authority). 

 

The Framework struggles to make the link between the obvious requirement for a significantly 

enhanced capacity in universal services and how it would see consequent changes in the roles 

and responsibilities of the workforce currently working in centres to accommodate it. Clarity is 

needed about the kind of workforce required to manage and run a service which possesses the 

capacity to deliver the vision. In that sense, as the Framework suggests, thought needs to be 

given beyond developing new and broader roles which sit on top of existing ones and which 

simply ‘add value to existing services’ (p23). Mechanisms also need to be put in place to achieve 

cultural, attitudinal and professional change amongst existing groupings of staff, with an 

acceptance that delivering new ways of working is everyone’s responsibility. Strategic staff were 

also clear that the place to start the process of building such levels of understanding and capacity 

in the workforce is in initial training: 

 

There is a need for joined up training for all professionals to give knowledge and 
understanding of each other’s roles and responsibilities. This should start in the first year 
of initial training in universities and colleges (Lena, Eastlands authority).  
 

The Government accepts that it will not be possible to create any kind of consistent response for 

all and any parents, or ensure the relevant skill base in all centres, without significant reform and 

revision to initial training and a realignment of job roles and responsibilities for existing staff. It 

has therefore started the process of integration for the workforce with:  

 



 
 

142 

the development of a common values statement... [which] will involve a wide range of 
interested parties and be based on work already commenced through Getting it Right for 
Every Child (Early Years Framework, p23).  
 

Strategic staff voiced support for this intention when considering likely responses from current 

staff to the Framework document: 

 

Professionals from different agencies may interpret policy objectives differently. There 
is no shared common set of values or vision across different services, which may look 
for different outcomes for children. There will be a possible requirement to retrain staff 
(Shona, Westlands authority). 

 

The current initial training system geared to supporting a fragmented and undervalued service 

will require to be replaced with one which is coherent and intelligently designed to provide the 

single ‘highly skilled, well trained, appropriately rewarded, well supported, highly valued’ (p13) 

workforce the Framework has acknowledged it wants, one that is ‘outward looking, confident 

about working together across organisational and professional boundaries, shares information 

and resources and has strong interpersonal skills and understanding of relationships’ (p13).  The 

Scottish Government has recently published in 2012, after consultation, a Common Core of 

competencies for all those professionals working with young children and families as an 

important step towards the creation of  an integrated qualifications framework designed to create 

staff with the flexibility and the capacity to give holistic support to families.   

 

The Framework sets out a radical agenda but questions remain about the extent to which it has 

shied away from the consequences that follow and the requirements necessary for the workforce 

to deliver. Key to coming to the answers is developing an understanding of the actual 

experiences of those who both use and work within existing early years services, as they think 

about these in relation to the kind of childhood they want for their children. The following two 

chapters set out the findings from my field research in relation to such experiences. 
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Chapter Seven  
 

Views from the Field – Children in their Families and Neighbourhood 

Communities 
 
Introduction  

 
My critique of the Scottish Government’s key policy document, the Early Years Framework, 

identified a perspective which regards early childhood as the place in which to make an 

investment in the future strength of the Scottish economy and its people. It emphasises the 

building of self-reliance and resilience in children,  families and their communities.  

 

My field research was designed to consider ideas and experiences of childhood, as expressed to 

me by staff, parents and children themselves, and to place these alongside both the ideas in the 

Framework and research participants’ accounts of working in and using early years services. The 

findings are presented in the context of the Scottish Government’s own stated objectives relating 

to family support and community capacity building and the extent to which they coincide is 

revealed.  

 

A series of four distinct but interconnected narrative themes around childhood emerged from 

participant discussions, each of which took a very particular slant on the broader areas of a 

child’s experience which I have considered from the beginning of this thesis: 

 

• the child in her home with her family 

• the child connected to and participating in her neighbourhood community   

• the child as an independent, powerful and competent person 

• the child, her imagination and development of self image  

 

Taken together, the four themes represent a single thread which weaves through the analysis of 

the data, particularly that relating to the roles and responsibilities which parents, staff and 

children themselves might take up and the impact on necessary relationships to realise them. 

 



 
 

144 

The first two of the refined narrative themes are presented in this chapter and the second two in 

the following chapter. I will demonstrate how participants’ experiences and the four narrative 

themes they developed relate to the Government’s policy objectives on family strength, 

community capacity, children’s agency and control, and the development of integrated services. 

I will consider the extent to which each is of influence in the experiences of using and working 

in early years services and ultimately, for children, of childhood itself.  

 

First, to understand perspectives on and aspirations for childhood, in each fieldwork setting, I 

carried out the same word exercise with staff and parents I had initially carried out with strategic 

staff (see Appendices 2 and 3). Discussion then followed about the comparative perceived reality 

of childhood experiences. The results demonstrated unanimity amongst participants across all 

four settings on the importance for young children of love, security and a nurturing environment: 

 
Figure 7.1 Word Exercise on Aspirations for Childhood: All participants 
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There was lively discussion in all focus groups and considerable agreement about the importance 

of such elements as belonging, freedom, time and safety, but there was a shared concern that 

these elements were in danger of not being part of children’s actual experience.  The discussion 

was aided considerably by supporting stories from childhood, whether these were recollections 

of the participants’ own childhoods, those of their children, or of the children they cared for.  

 

Adult participants were asked to recall their own childhoods, though not specifically from the 

ages of three to four. Many of their recollections were from early childhood though others were 

of experiences when older. Even so, comparison is useful. The recollections of childhood from 

an adult perspective are not of the same order as the contemporary experiences of children 

themselves. They are likely to be highly selective, may not be accurate in their account, and may 

contain an element of nostalgia. However, comparison is of value where there is no idea of 

creating incontrovertible truth, but, rather, a shared understanding across and between 

generations of a constructed and representational truth from participants (See section 5.12, p114 

where this is explained further). 
 

What follows is a synthesis of the findings from all participants relating to the first two of the 

four narrative themes, linked to the Scottish Government’s objectives from the Early Years 

Framework. 

 

7.1 Children in their Homes and Families: Theme One  

 

The Scottish Government, in the Framework document, makes clear its expectation that parents 

will take primary responsibility for bringing children up to be ‘effective contributors’ 

(Curriculum for Excellence, 2007), as part of a responsible and contributing culture: 

 

For almost all children responsibility for parenting must lie with parents (Early Years 
Framework, p16) 

 

The purpose of services in relation to parents and families is to:  

 

Give the support they [families] need to help them build resilience and confidence about 
dealing with their problems themselves, wherever this is possible… (p11) 
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There is immediately an issue about the extent of fit of the Government’s central idea about 

childhood being about confidence and resilience with how research participants consider 

childhood. There is also a second issue concerning the respective roles and relationships for 

parents and families and staff in early years services in creating what might be accepted as good 

childhood experiences as a result.  

 

A comment from Jen, a strategic member of staff from High Green authority, was telling: 

 

Parents take on a lot of guilt associated with not being able to reach the aspirations or 
provide their children with all that they perceive society thinks they should. Whatever 
parents feel they do, they feel they do not do or provide enough for their children. 

 

Broadly, it is these concerns which went on to dominate discussion in subsequent focus groups 

with staff and parents about the role of parents and family in early childhood. 

 

The prevalence of the words love, nurture and security, from the words exercise, when linked to 

other prominent words such as belonging, supported and relationships, emphasised that for adult 

participants, the family was of key importance. Kara, a staff member from Midtown Nursery, 

recollected from her own childhood the importance of her family and her single parent mother: 

 

We had a big country park and my mum would say, ‘Come on, let’s go and have a 
picnic,’ and we’d get the blanket and a football and baseball bats and everything and my 
mum would set the blanket out and we’d disperse and we’d spend the whole day here, 
there and everywhere, and we’d spend time with my mum, and she’d tell us stories and 
we’d learn all about things that were going on about us, and we’d be up to our knees in 
mud… Mum was in the centre of it all and we always came back to mum because we 
knew that we had that person, that nurturing person, to care for us… 

 

Although with a very different early life, Linda, a staff member from High Green Village 

Nursery, also recalled how she experienced a nurturing and secure childhood with her single 

parent father: 

 

My mum walked out when I was three and I haven’t seen her since, and she left my dad 
with five children…There was four of us in a double bed. I didn’t have shoes for years. 
There were no carpets in my house…but, childhood wise, when I think [pause] some of 
the happiest memories. My dad was really hands on. He had to be because he was the 
only parent there… I learned to ride a bike at three… My dad, he spent the whole 
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summer… teaching me to go round on this little bike. It just goes to show… it’s 
whoever you’ve got, and if they’re willing to put that time in. 

 

For Kara and Linda, the family had provided emotional sustenance and a richness of experience 

which appeared to have been pivotal in underpinning a sense of themselves which they had 

taken into adulthood. There was a real sense from both accounts that what was uppermost in 

importance was not the strength it might have given them but the closeness of the relationships 

involved and the investment in these from parents themselves. There was a real sense that the 

value of these childhood experiences was in the sustenance they gave to key relationships. 

 

The importance of key relationships was underlined by Lewis, one of the children from 

Eastlands Nursery, when he showed me the photographs his mother had taken of him with his 

father where they had painted pictures together.  

 

 
 

Daddy and me helped paint picture. Daddy painted Vroom! [We] put footprints on our 
paintings. The big hand is Bob the Builder’s. Clifford [the dog] having a shelter. 
 

His obvious happiness at recollecting the experience, his eagerness to tell me about it and his 

evident satisfaction with the results of his and his Dad’s labours were clear to see, despite his 

lack of any extended language to describe it. Time spent together engaged in this activity had 

evidently reinforced his feelings of emotional connection to his family.   

 

For Ivy, a parent from Midtown Nursery, the importance of parents and of family was to create 

role models and to provide moral guidance: 

 

My basic role model has been my mum and dad and if I hadn’t had that… I’d have no 
one to look up to… I want to be like them. That’s a nice way to be and you learn right 
and wrong.  
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Ivy drew her moral compass from her childhood experiences and the guidance she felt her 

parents gave her as a child. She conceived of her own role as a parent as passing on to her 

children the moral code she felt she gained from her parents. 

 

For others, like Gwen a parent of twin boys from High Green Nursery, the role of parents was to 

provide a secure and stable environment for children by establishing clear boundaries: 

 

A kid is happier if they know that there’s boundaries. If a kid knows what they’re at and 
where they’re allowed to go and what they’re allowed to do within that, I think that 
gives them security. 
 

But Gwen took a sophisticated view of boundaries and how to apply them so that they were not 

perceived as constraining for her children, but provided a sense of safety and security at the 

same time as offering lots of scope for adventure and exploration: 

 

I think just allowing a little bit of what they perceive as anarchy, just going a bit wild… 
really helps an awful lot because they think they’ve got a choice in it and they’ve got 
quite a lot of freedom… It’s really healthy. 

 

Gwen’s nurturing and her parenting role she associated with offering them stimulation, and a 

degree of self-determination but all within what she considered were controlled and safe 

boundaries. What was important to her was that her children had these opportunities so that they 

developed independence and an ability to take responsibility for themselves. Again, although 

resilience might well be an outcome of such an approach to parenting, for Gwen, it didn’t appear 

to be the point.  

 

For Debbie, a parent from Eastlands Nursery, it all came down to love and the importance of 

demonstrating to children affection and emotional connection: 

 

A younger bairn wouldnae really understand what love is. They wouldnae ken how tae 
love thereselves, like, if they get older an’ that, if you dinnae show them how tae be like 
that… I’m pure kissin’ and cuddlin’ ma bairn every day! 

 

Debbie’s view of the central importance of love and physical affection was shared by Mary, a 

staff member from Eastlands, though, for her, it was not her parents who gave her it: 
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I think children have to learn the capacity to care and be cared about and they only learn 
that through being cared about… I remember being asked years ago who was the person 
who made me feel special and it was my Nana. My Nana was definitely the one who 
would stand up for me and comfort me.  

 

Emily from High Green described her upbringing. Her grandparents also played a central role: 

 

My grandmother brought me up in later years… When we were kids my mum was at my 
grandparents’ house I think every single day. We just trooped up to her house and just 
hung around and stuff like that… 

 

Both Mary and Emily, as did several participants who reflected on their positive relationships 

with grandparents, clearly regarded their grandmothers as being prime givers of the nurturing 

they received as children and, for Mary at least, as the person who did most to give her a sense 

of being valued and of being protected. For her, although the outcome might be a level of 

strength and resilience she would not have had without her Nana, what she clearly valued from 

this relationship was the warmth of it and the impact it had had on who she thought she was. 

 

For children, descriptions of family often included highly complex relationships and living 

arrangements. My discussions with them centred on the individual photographic records which 

they had created with a disposable camera over a long weekend. The photographs were 

testament to the central importance of their families. The range of family relationships and 

family based activity they represented was both considerable and diverse.  

 

Lucas, from High Green, introduced his family to me: 

 

 
 

This is me and this is my big sister Rowena and my mum was taking the picture of us. 
Mum and dad and Rowena and me live in my house, and my Nanny [Grandmother]. 
She’s got her own room.  
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For some children family relationships appeared to be both extensive and very active. Caitlin 

from Westlands told me of a family event which had occurred the weekend she had her camera 

home which had involved her extended family:  

 

We went to church to see Chrissie’s communion. That’s my sister! She’s called Denise 
but when I was a baby I called her DeeDee because I couldn’t say Denise when I was a 
baby. Chrissie isn’t my cousin. She’s my friend. That’s Selina and Angela. They’re 
sisters and they’re my cousins and that’s Auntie Joanna. I was sleeping over at my 
granny’s and then we came over to my house to play.  

 

Caitlin also took a photograph of her granny: 

 

 
 

That’s my Granny. I’m taking a picture of her. My Granny helped me. I see my Granny 
lots. This is my Granny I slept over with. I don’t have two grannies. I’ve got a Grandma 
and a Granny and a Granddad. My Granny lives quite far away. I don’t walk to her 
house but it’s not that far. I can walk. If you cross the road you can walk to her house.  

 

Callum, who lived on a farm near High Green, appeared to have an uncomplicated family:  

 

 
 

 

That’s my Dad. He’s called Callum, the same name as me and that’s my tractor… and 
that’s my dog. He’s a sheep dog and he’s very friendly…These are the dogs’ kennels. 
We’ve got three dogs. Granny looks after two and I look after one. Granny lives with 
me. She lives beside us. She’s got her own house. It’s a hundred. It’s an old house. 
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Life for Callum centred around the farm and its activities, particularly with his Dad. He 

described his relationship with the animals and his knowledge of farm life with confidence and 

responsibility:  

 
 

This is a bigger picture of my cows… There’s a sheep in there [a small field]. It’s a 
blind one. It just had an accident. It has to live by itself. When you go in it runs away. It 
bleats when you have food…There’s two calvies. Their mummies are away.  

 

For Abigail of Westlands Nursery, who also had a strong relationship with a grandparent, family 

life was complicated and yet she appeared not to experience any difficulty in navigating through 

the complex relationships which resulted:  

 

 
 

That’s Gerry. He’s my Grandpa. This is Auntie June’s house and Gerry’s. Auntie June 
lives with Gerry. Grandpa is Daddy’s daddy. Aiden [her older brother] and Mum live in 
my house. Dad lives up the road. He comes to my house. He takes me out sometimes.  

 

Her busy family life seemed to be centred on her relationship with her mother with whom she 

lived, along with her brother and three very much loved dogs: 
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I love my mummy. She looks after me. Actually, I bath myself. I put the soap on. I took 
the soap off. I went out the bath. I dried myself. Get ready. Go to bed! Mummy didn’t 
help me. 

 

She also described an outing to the shows [the fair] with her mother with obvious delight at 

sharing an event with her: 

 

 
 

That’s me at the shows! …See the wee car one? They were so fast! They bumped into 
everybody! I satted on a red one and we crashed into everybody. It was good fun and 
everybody losed and never got a trophy. I did! I went with mummy and granny. 

 

The children from Eastlands Nursery were younger and, generally, had considerably less 

vocabulary than those from the other centres. However, their photographs demonstrated an 

overwhelming presence of various family members in the house and involvement in family 

oriented activity. 

 

Lewis told me about helping make the tea with his mother:  

 

 
 

Making [the] tea in mummy and daddy’s kitchen. [My] toys are on the shelf [in the 
kitchen]. 
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Daniel talked about the arrival of his new baby sister, Annie:  

 

 
 

Cards [for] Annie. Annie lives in my house now. Mummy in my house.  Annie going ta 
tas [for a sleep]. 

 

For all these children there was a strong intrinsic sense of the importance of family, family 

events and family ties, particularly of an intergenerational nature. The children were energised 

and enthusiastic when talking of time spent with their families especially when engaged in joint 

activity. The presence of family in every aspect of their lives was predominant. The importance 

of grandparents, too, was striking.  

 

The value of family life seemed to lie in the sharing of every day experience. There was also a 

strong sense that the power of families and family connections related to ideas about the 

emotional wellbeing of both children and adults. Key elements of a good childhood appeared to 

involve experiencing loving and nurturing relationships in a family and feeling happy, secure 

and safe in a life with clearly understood and consistent boundaries, but which also offered scope 

for freedom and exploration.  

 

It was evident that the idea of family was not fixed and that children’s experience of it was 

diverse. It was also evident that children regarded themselves as having an active and a 

legitimate role in determining their own lives. The idea of self-determination for children was 

implicit in much of the discussions I had with both adults and children. Childhood as a co-

construction between children and adults was clearly a part of how participants viewed the 

workings of family life. It is interesting that positive experiences of childhood did not seem to be 
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primarily related by participants to any explicit attempts to build strength or resilience, though 

they may well be the outcome. 

 

The challenge of working parents 

 

The challenges which adult participants felt families face in meeting aspirations for childhood 

begin with the pressures they thought were being placed on families by wider concerns outside 

of the family, mostly associated with perceived imperatives to work and build material wealth. 

These resonated with the key drivers described in the Framework document, where good early 

childhood experiences are very explicitly linked to future economic strength and stability. 

However, they also echoed the concerns expressed by strategic staff about those very same 

drivers: 

 

Status comes from what you have rather than what you do. Having possessions is how 
you display who you are and you have to be up there showing everybody (Meg, 
Eastlands authority).   

 

The media was perceived to play a considerable role in establishing priorities for parents, and 

these were not, on the whole, regarded as conducive to family life: 

 

The media promotes a way of parenting that doesn’t necessarily lead to proper 
engagement… between parents and their children… but to indulging children through 
taking them out to activities, spending money, etcetera; which doesn’t lead to the same 
level of interaction or conversation. It pressurises and influences parents into thinking to 
be a good parent you need to be giving your children things [pause] spending money 
(Sandy, Westlands authority). 
 

Parents and staff in settings identified the very same concerns where working was perceived to 

diminish opportunities for family life: 

 

… the childhood me and my big sister had is totally different to the childhood my wee 
sister has because my mum and dad are working all the time…They’re hardly ever 
around. It wasn’t like that for me and my sister. They were constantly around… We 
were kept in a wee bubble of a fun, happy wee world (Kathy, parent, Westlands). 

 

The priorities and preoccupations of working generally meant that parents found it harder to 

offer their children enough of themselves: 
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At weekends we’re all together and we all go everywhere, even if it’s to Tescos, we’re 
all going, and that’s me bringing my family back together because I can’t do it during 
the week because I’m working (Lily, parent, High Green) 

 

From a staff perspective, after a long week of fulltime in a nursery, they saw children who they 

described as stressed and where there was a clear negative impact on family relationships: 

 

You can see a child on a Friday afternoon and they are absolutely exhausted… You can 
see it as soon as the parents arrive, their whole attitude changes. The child cries and 
becomes stroppy and they just fold. Actually, they can see more of this nursery than we 
do in a week. They are here longer than we are (Sonia, staff, Westlands).  

 

Her manager, Gillian, put it even more strongly: 

 

I will try… to work with the parent on this… Somebody said it quite recently [pause] 
left luggage [pause] a child. I’m in at quarter to eight to open up the building… The 
child will be there in the car. The news comes on at eight o’clock. The child will be in 
nursery. It’s lunch box, sign in, duh, de duh, de duh, and, in under a minute, [the parent 
will] be out of this building and then not come back till the end of the day… It’s a 
parental choice, so all I can do here… is awareness raise to the parent. ‘Consider.’ 
That’s all I can ask them to do. 

 

Both this lack of time to be together and a sense that in some quite fundamental and enduring 

way, responsibility for children was being handed over to adults outside of the home, was 

compounded by the use of additional adult led activities for children in clubs and venues. For 

some participants this was not considered a positive thing: 

 

I would close down those places, those soft play spaces, because you go past at half past 
five at night and the car park is full. Parents tell you that they take them from here to 
there and the children play and they have their dinner there and the adults can’t even get 
into the soft play to interact with their own children (Sonia, staff, Westlands). 

 

But Rita, both a parent and a staff member from High Green, had perhaps a more nuanced view: 

 

If taking the child to a swimming lesson and you get to go to the gym while you’re 
doing that, then you’re winning ‘cos you’re getting to relax and come down. They’re 
winning ‘cos they’re doing something they want to do, and then, when you’re together, 
that’s fine, you’re both relaxed and you can deal with it.    
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For some parents who didn’t do paid work, the decision not to do so had been a difficult one. A 

parent with twin sons eloquently expressed how she felt about not working: 

 

This has been a huge conflict for me and has been since day one… It has been difficult 
for me to not be out mixing, working [pause] huge, massive, massive conflict. I haven’t 
resolved it. My confidence has taken [pause] It’s on the floor being out of the loop for so 
long. Everything’s just stopped. My professional life is on hold (Irene, parent, 
Midtown). 
 

Doris, also from Midtown, having made a similar decision not to go out and work whilst her 

children were small, regarded it as a positive decision but had felt under pressure from others: 

 

It’s a mixed bag I get [staying at home]. A lot of people expect you to be back at work 
within the first year but… I just thought the only person that’s going to be able to give 
him what he truly needs is me… as long as I was there, I was the key person.  

 

Some of the pressure for parents to work was acknowledged to come from government efforts to 

create an ever-widening and more gender-equal labour pool. However, participants also 

identified other and perhaps more powerful pressures to bring material wealth into the home, 

linked with commercial markets and children themselves being subject to persuasion: 

 

I really understand the pressure. I was a single parent when my kids were seven or eight 
and I remember the guilt that you feel that you can’t provide x,y or z. They got good 
food, they’re warm, they’re cherished, but you still feel really bad as a parent that you 
can’t provide them with the TV they want… In my head you know that that’s really 
stupid, buying that expensive thing that they don’t really need but in your heart it’s 
really difficult (Mary, staff, Eastlands). 
 

For a nursery like Eastlands, where there was very little disposable income amongst most users 

of the centre, the pressure to provide materially was equally felt by parents: 
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and could lead to considerable problems for families. As Mary herself observed: 

 

A lot of our families think they are bad parents if they don’t have these things [computer 
games and IT gadgets etc] and so they go into huge debt, especially at Christmas time, to 
buy these things… It’s just completely bonkers. 

 

Single parent Naomi, from the same centre demonstrated the point: 

 

Toys shows children what playing is… Rianna’s got a wee computer. It’s just like a wee 
bairn’s computer. You plug it in the telly and you put the wee game in it and then she 
sits on her bed and she’s got a wee pad and… We’ve not really tried it oot yet, ‘cos she 
just got it for Christmas. 

 

The pressure brought to bear on parents and children to acquire appeared hard to resist. Yet, as 

already demonstrated, participants generally associated quality of experiences in childhood, not 

with material possessions but with family time spent together. Material wealth in families, 

created through both parents working, was perceived to have generally detrimental effects 

because its impact was to reduce time available for family life.  

 

Time for parents and children to be together and the pressures placed on that time by external 

factors was the key narrative theme for participants when discussing how families could 

contribute positively to childhood experiences. It appeared as the single most important 

contributing factor to difficulties experienced by parents in their parenting role and the biggest 

barrier to them achieving the kind of relationships with their children they felt they wanted. 

Parents appeared to feel a powerlessness to change this in the face of the considerable pressures 

they experienced from what they perceived were the greater powers of wider society, 

exemplified by the media and commercial interests. This must call into question the capacity of 

parents to respond to the Scottish Government’s call for them to take on more of a parenting role 

and to support their children’s childhood experiences as they would want. 

 

The Government objective in relation to family strength is at odds with another of its 

imperatives to create a strong economy, dependent on ever-greater working capacity of parents 

themselves. There is a policy tension at the heart of the Scottish Government’s social and 

economic policy framework as a result.  
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Family support  

 

As the critique in the last chapter makes clear, the Scottish Government seeks to build self-

reliance in families. It also acknowledges the importance of building a family support service, 

based in universal services, which has the capacity to work both holistically and early, in 

partnership with parents. Participants certainly expressed a need for external sources of support, 

whether that was straightforward childcare to support employment, or whether it was more 

generalised support, particularly in the first months and years when they might feel themselves 

to be at their least confident.  

 

What was clear was that services were not perceived, either by parents themselves or by staff 

working within them, as having the capacity to provide parents with access to the very resource 

identified as the most precious to family life, that is, time together. My fieldwork settings did, 

however, provide child caring services for the children themselves and, with the exception of 

High Green, they also provided a range of family support services. However, these support 

services were almost exclusively only available to targeted families with children under three 

years of age who faced considerable challenge in their lives. They were the so-called vulnerable 

families refered to by the Scottish Government in its Framework document. 

 

Informal sources of family support 

 
For many parents, the greatest source of support came, not from any services, but from relatives, 

usually mothers. A reliance on such informal support networks was very much in keeping with 

the Scottish Government’s intentions of self-reliance. The degree to which support was required 

and the ease with which it was accessed was dependent on the individual circumstances of the 

family.  

 

Jodie from Midtown Nursery, a single parent with a significant disability, described her 

relationship with her mother. She had supported her through some very difficult periods as a 

parent of a child recently diagnosed as autistic, and through the death of another two children 

and a partner: 
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I see my mum every day… We’re really, really close… In fact, to be honest with you, 
everything that I’ve been through, I wouldn’t have got through it without my mum and 
dad... We’re on the phone tae each other it must be thirty times a day… She takes lots to 
do with the kids… I think we kinda support each other… we do it together. 
 

 
Pearl from Westlands, who suffered from postnatal depression, had a similar relationship with 

her family, though the support on offer was complicated by work: 

 
… my family were really good, even though they were working. They were always on 
the phone... On days off they were over to see me… I don’t see my mum all the time but 
we’re on the phone every day. I’ve got two sisters and we’re on the phone all the time as 
well… We do help each other out. We’ve always been close. 

 

For Ryan, a single father with two young sons, his family support network was a powerful safety 

net for him, as someone who had struggled through his life facing many challenges including an 

early criminal life and an addiction to drugs from before the age of fifteen. He talked of contact 

on an almost daily basis with his uncles and his sister and he also had a special relationship with 

an aunt: 

 

My Auntie Nan comes every Sunday, but. She stays [he identifies a nearby town] and 
she makes the Sunday brunch and a’ that. She says, ‘Dinnae bother touchin’ the kitchen 
and a’ that, I’m daein’ the brunch.’ I’m like, ‘OK. OK then!’ But she’s really good tae 
me [pause]. I get it a’ in, aye. Black puddin’, toast, egg, sausage, just a’ things like that. 
Hash browns… 

 

Both Jodie and Pearl described a mutual support system operating within their families which 

worked through the sharing out of available time. It demonstrated the kind of self-reliance which 

the Scottish Government is looking to engender in families. For Ryan, even although the support 

of his family was not enough to give him all the strength he needed to keep his family together 

and he was heavily reliant on family support services, he talked in an appreciative way about his 

family and recognised the role they played in his own ability to parent his two children. 

 

Children often experienced relationships with extended family, particularly their grandparents, 

as everyday relationships associated with child caring responsibilities to allow parents to work. 

On many occasions I witnessed children being brought to or picked up from nursery by a 

grandparent acting as a child carer. Parents generally regarded this opportunity for children to 

form strong relationships with their grandparents in a very positive light. Rita explained: 
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I work in [she names a nearby city]. Alan [her husband] works right round the other side 
of the loch. Why aren’t we living in [a convenient town equi-distant]? Because I want 
my mum to look after my kids when I’m working, so therefore I live in [the village] so 
that she can. 

 

However, many participants in my research described circumstances where support systems 

within families were just not possible, usually because families lived great distances apart. 

Grace, from Westlands Nursery, had a debilitating condition which meant she required a lot of 

support. She was concerned at the way her disability had affected the family: 

 

Andrew’s [her husband’s] mum and dad are trying to come down about once a month at 
the moment to give us a hand. I think… everybody has been feeling very helpless that 
they can’t do more but we’re very much of the opinion that they have their lives… and 
we have our lives here and… We’ve thought about possibly moving up there to be 
closer to home [but] we really like living down here… 

 
 
The isolation felt by parents who had chosen to leave their own childhood home areas and 

therefore their extended family networks, could be acute. Parents had made the decision to forgo 

family support in favour of opportunity of a different kind for their families, but, for some, it had 

left them feeling vulnerable.  

 

Where informal family support was not possible professional sources of help may have been 

available and participants gave their views and their experiences of these.   

 

Family support and health services 

 
The Scottish Government looks to health based services and particularly the midwifery and 

health visiting services to provide both a universal and a holistic support to parents. Generally, 

participants described the support they received from midwives very positively. For some 

participants, the subsequent contact with health visitors was minimal, even non-existent. This 

was not necessarily a matter of concern for those who were confident in their parenting and who 

only wished to know that there was a source of support there, should they feel the need to access 

it. Others told stories of very high and very highly valued levels of support. Ellen, from 

Eastlands Nursery, had had a lengthy relationship with her health visitor, who obviously 

regarded her role as providing a holistic kind of family support to Ellen and her children: 
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So, for six years I’ve had the one health visitor... She knows all the kids and the kids 
know her and she’s very helpful… I love that… It was more of a duty to her in the 
beginning… all the development and health checks and she brought their book bags and 
stuff like that, but she drops in because of my three younger children’s father. There was 
domestic issues there… 

 

However, for others, the support from health visitors had been patchy at best. Dot, from 

Westlands, with a history of mental health problems, had had very uneven support and had even 

found some interventions detrimental: 

 

The first health visitor I had made me feel like a bad mum… Then I got one who was 
wonderful. She came once a week or fortnightly just to chat because she knew that was 
what I needed. She’s on maternity leave and so I don’t have one just now… I wouldn’t 
trust another health visitor because of the first experience and another experience when a 
GP sent out a different health visitor who went back to the surgery and said I was 
suicidal and a risk and it wasn’t true. She misunderstood what I had said… She should 
have spoke to me before she went fleeing to the doctor like there was a big issue when 
there wasn’t really. It was the first time she’d ever clapped eyes on me! I’ve had the 
good and the bad but only the one I would trust. 

 

Both Ellen and Dot described a need for a very personal kind of support. Trust in the 

relationship, for them, was central to the success of any intervention and, as both stories 

demonstrate, continuity of support was also a key requirement. This kind of support was 

appreciated by participants like Ellen and Dot where they had experienced it, as well as yearned 

for by those who hadn’t: 

 

The health visitors came [to my home] for three or four days [after the birth] and then 
that was that. They were really good when they came out… The health visitor phones 
every now and again to see how the kids are going but… Sometimes, you’d just like a 
wee bit of professional advice you know [pause] or anything that they think you should 
be doing, you know [pause]. I don’t know. It’s stopped now so… (Brenda, parent, 
Westlands) 

 

What Brenda sought was simply reassurance that she was doing a good job as a parent and that 

her children were doing well and yet she had no sense that she had any power or agency in 

making that happen for her and her family. Even Dot, who expressed such anger at the way the 

locum health visitor had created what she felt was an erroneous impression about her mental 

state, did not indicate that she felt able to do anything about getting a health visitor who was in 
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sympathy with her situation and able to support her. There was a real sense of, ‘you take what 

you get’.  

 

Even where some parents raised concerns about their child with health visitors, it appeared these 

were not always received or considered seriously. Bea, of Midtown nursery, whose child had 

subsequently been diagnosed with learning and behavioural difficulties, expressed anger and 

frustration at the reaction of her health visitor to her raising concerns about his speech: 

 

I was concerned about him and she [the health visitor] kept saying, ‘I don’t really see 
it.’… I actually got quite angry in myself because [pause] that was when I really needed 
help, because I didn’t know if he did need help or if I should just hang off because 
obviously, I didnae know when they were supposed to talk because he was my first 
one… I just felt quite intimidated by that.  

 

It is an often low level but debilitating lack of confidence in general parenting abilities which the 

Scottish Government seeks to address in its objective to build up parental capacity and family 

resilience through early intervention. However, the experiences of some parents, like Bea and 

Dot, indicate that the health visiting service, which the Government itself looks to, to take the 

lead in working with parents in the first few years, may not have the capacity to do so in its 

current state.  

 

Vicky, Depute Manager from Eastlands, offered her opinion as to why health visiting struggles 

to offer a comprehensive service to all families: 

 

Their case load now has spread them so thin that actually, once the child has had their 
jags, they’re not seeing health visitors anymore unless they’re a family that they have 
concerns about. Many families, in my personal opinion [pause] they’re [being given the 
message] ‘You should just get on with it’. 

 

Experience of the service appears to relate to local circumstances, even down to the priorities of 

individual health visitors. Where the health visiting relationship worked for participants, it was 

highly valued. It seemed to be important to participants that they experienced a level and 

flexibility of service tailored to meet the individual needs of their families. Yet, for most parents, 

the health visiting service was experienced as one which was only generally available in the very 

first few weeks and months of a baby’s life where it was focused on developmental checks rather 
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than making more general connections to the creation of good childhood experiences through 

building family capacity.  

 

It is difficult to see how the capacity of the service could be grown to make it truly universal, 

operating effectively under a principle of early intervention, so long as it is based on a tiered 

intervention approach. This sees health visiting, especially where there are staff shortages, 

largely restricting its service to those whose needs place them in the top tiers. Participants’ 

stories suggest that a change in emphasis towards universally available support, family capacity 

building and the creation of a more equal and sustained partnership with parents would be 

required to do otherwise. 

 

The health visiting service is effectively currently operating as a quasi rather than an actual 

universal family support service in all matters but the required and fairly cursory developmental 

checks. Families who need some extra support, for whatever reason, are currently forced into 

separating themselves from the mainstream and going through a different door to get the services 

they need. This does not appear to be in tune with the Scottish Government’s intention for a 

universally available early intervention service able to provide holistic responses based in 

universal services. 

 

Family support from targeted services 

 

For participants I spoke to who were currently accessing targeted services, coming to a 

realisation that they were in need of such support was often a painful process. Dot from 

Westlands Nursery, described her feelings of inadequacy and of being stigmatised by having to 

bring her baby to a targeted service within a centre which also provided a universal service for 

older children: 

 

It’s because I can’t cope. That’s why they’re taking him in nursery… You’re standing 
there with this tiny baby and they’re [other parents] all there with their three year olds 
and you think, ‘What do they all think about me? Do they think I’m just trying to palm 
my baby off because I just can’t cope?’ … That first day was really difficult. Staff tried 
to make me feel at ease but it didn’t really work. 
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Ellen, a single parent with four young children, remembered returning to Eastlands with her 

youngest child: 

 

I was hesitant to sort of reappear with another child… I was hesitant because, in a way, I 
didn’t know what way people would look at me, or remember me or see me. 

 

The challenge of taking that first step to seeking help was recognised by professional staff. 

Vicky, the Depute Manager from Eastlands, was empathetic to how that must feel, at the same 

time as recognising that services did not necessarily make it easy for parents: 

 

See when they walk in the building… I think that must be really hard. I think we need to 
take away as much of the difficulties in the system as we can. We can’t take away their 
difficulties at that minute in time but we should be looking at taking away lots of 
difficulties in the system. 

 

Getting access to additional support, however, brought with it a considerable relief even though 

it may have been difficult acknowledging the need for it: 

 

When he actually got into nursery, one of the reasons he got in was because I was going 
through a really bad crisis with my arthritis and I had just lost the wee one [her baby 
daughter] as well, and my partner had died… so it was a really, really bad time for 
me…I needed somebody to say, ‘Oh, we’ll take him for a wee while.’…and it was great 
[pause] I think I was thankful that there was somebody that could say, ‘We’ll take him 
for a wee while’ (Jodie, parent, Midtown). 

 

When I asked Ryan, a parent from Eastlands whose support from his family I have already 

discussed, what it was that he expected and what he needed from the nursery for his youngest 

son who is two, he recognised that the family he cared for had needs that he was unable to meet 

without support. What he expected from services was support to himself, in his role as a father to 

his children, a role he took very seriously:  

 

I’m trying my hardest, eh, but they seem to be daein’ well now… 
 

and a place of happiness and safety for his children where they would be protected from the 

dangers from which he felt he himself was not protected:  

 
Just as long as they enjoy thereself and live life tae the max. I’m no wantin’ them takin’ 
drugs or that, ‘cos I’m on the methadone. I couldn’t handle my bairns being on that.  
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In describing the staff at the nursery and the relationships which were important to him he said: 

 

Aw, they’re a’ brand new! [Meaning they couldn’t be better] Aye, they’re a’ sound. 

 

When I asked him if there are any staff members who he felt he particularly related to he 

mentioned Mary, one of the senior workers, although not his key worker: 

 

Aye, Mary’s good wi’ me. She [pause] Like getting payments off the social [pause] I 
wasnae getting paid for ages and Mary phoned them and got a payment that day. 

 

It was this very practical help he valued. In response to a question about how easy he found it 

talking to Michelle, his key worker he replied: 

 
Aye, but there’s always somebody there so you dinnae get a chance tae say [talk in 
private]. I’d rather go and speak to Mary. 

 

He was looking for respect and a professional response which offered time and a person who 

would listen and work with him in dealing with his very difficult and complicated life.  A 

collaborative rather than an authoritarian approach from professional staff was what he wanted, 

yet existing power relationships between staff and parents in many early years settings may not 

be conducive to such an approach. 

 

Nursery and power relationships with families  

 

Support at the time of first introductions to the nursery was regarded as particularly important by 

parent participants, yet it was interesting that the overwhelming impression was that parents felt 

powerless in such situations. Though they experienced the power of staff in a benevolent way, as 

they tried to provide reassurance to them and a sense of being welcomed, bringing a child to 

nursery was not generally experienced as a collaborative process in which parents themselves 

felt powerful. Brenda in Westlands had been very anxious about her only son starting nursery: 

 

… all they women [the staff]…  they help you be at ease… I would sit up here [in the 
parent’s room] and sometimes worry and somebody would come up and talk to me and 
tell me that they understood how I was feeling… I would come out [of the playroom] 
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and then I would sit up here just to see if he had calmed down… It broke my heart every 
day… some days I just wanted to say, ‘Right, it’s OK son, if you don’t want to go you 
don’t have to go’… and now I think school and… Och! Already I’m thinking about it 
and aw… It was that bad going to nursery… 

 

Brenda gave herself and her son over to a process over which she felt she had little control or 

say, although she had a relationship of trust with the staff that made her stick with it. Similar 

feelings of a lack of authority when in the nursery were reflected by many other parent 

participants. They had a sense of being invited into someone else’s space, where decisions were 

not theirs to make, interactions with staff were on staff’s terms, and where time for them was 

very limited. 

 

There was no suggestion from parents that staff in centres were not doing the best of jobs. On 

the contrary, parents were generally hugely appreciative of staff. However, there was a general 

acceptance amongst parents that the power relationships, when children were in nursery, worked 

very much in the staff’s favour. Barbara, a very experienced Early Years Worker at Westlands, 

was very aware of the issues and also of the limitations placed on her in her current role to 

alleviate some of these feelings of powerlessness felt by parents: 

 

It might be nice for us to meet with them [parents and children coming to the centre to 
take a targeted place] beforehand, and be more part of the actual process of them coming 
to the nursery. Sometimes we don’t meet the parents until they actually come along with 
the child to enrol… I think a lot of parents are very vulnerable and they would feel that 
[pause] you know, they don’t know anything about what they’re being asked to come to. 
We might be able to put their minds at rest and chat with them and see what it’s all 
about, that we’re not all out to judge them. 

 

She felt a responsibility but she was unable to fulfill it because the process of which she was a 

part wouldn’t allow it. The importance of this goes back to the objectives set by the Scottish 

Government of increasing self-reliance in families and of using services in a support capacity. 

For success in achieving these objectives the relationship between parents and staff working 

with families needs to be perceived as one of partnership, with the power lying primarily with 

parents in families rather than with staff. This is particularly the case in relation to families 

where there is a perceived deficit, and yet it is with these very families in my research that the 

power differential in favour of services and staff was most acutely felt.  Key workers, in the 

settings where they exist, are potentially in a position to create the kinds of collaborative 
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working relationships between themselves and parents which would be essential to a strengths 

based approach to family support.  

 

A key worker system and power relationships with families 

 

Staff expressed vulnerabilities in dealing with sometimes very complex family situations. This 

was felt most acutely at High Green nursery where there was no formal key working system in 

place and where staff  had no formal responsibility for family support work and yet found 

themselves expected to give professional support. Betty had responsibility for a child who was 

going through the process of being adopted by her foster carers. She found the responsibility 

challenging:  

 

You’re thinking, they are asking your opinion…involved in an ultimate child’s future… 
and I’m not qualified to do that. All I can do is ask everybody and get their views and 
then say, ‘Well this is what we feel at the moment…’…  I’m not qualified to say… I 
can’t have a child’s life in my hands and say… 

 
Even for staff who did have a formal key worker responsibility, frustrations and a sense of 

powerlessness were felt where the limits of the role were such that information was not 

necessarily shared with them, or their own knowledge and experience of the family was not used 

to best effect. This was most acutely felt in child protection cases where other agencies may 

have been involved. For Rosie, a key worker to a child with social work involvement in 

Midtown Nursery, her frustration was clearly felt and it was affecting how effective she felt she 

could be in her job: 

 

There’s domestic abuse [in the house]… I don’t think there’s ever been anything 
directed at the child but I think she’s seen a lot… I don’t get a lot of information…the 
police were called to the house in the middle of the night and I know that mum’s face 
was quite badly bruised… What did Chrissie see?… I don’t know what support either 
she or her mum have been given since… It’s difficult when she’s not attending... she’s 
not learning to trust me and… to know I’m here to help her and care for her when her 
mum and dad can’t. 

 

These sorts of difficulties were compounded in centres where staff with management roles were 

identified as child protection co-ordinators, and it was these staff who took formal responsibility 

for case management rather than the key worker. It left key workers confounded when trying to 
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make decisions and wondering what progress was being made in particular cases. Barbara from 

Westlands explained: 

 

I worry quite a lot about any decision actually. I don’t always have confidence in 
myself… I think sometimes we don’t react fast enough. You know there’s a need there 
and you’ve discussed it… but you’re still three weeks down the line and nothing’s 
getting done about it… you know, in the back of your mind, that if you just did this, or 
you were allowed to do this, then that would help improve things. My role has 
limitations. There’s only so much, so far, so much I can say…   

 

In such situations staff appeared to have a sense of lack of power and authority. They described 

the resulting difficulties in their role and their relationships with the children and their families. 

Iris, although a staff member at Eastlands Nursery, was also a parent of a child with special 

needs attending another school, and was well used to the decision making processes that 

surrounded her child. She described how she experienced it: 

 
I’ve gone to reviews at the school for my son. I asked at one of these meetings if the 
teacher could be there…and I was told, ‘Oh, there wasn’t the cover,’ but then I thought, 
‘Well, the headteacher could have gone in and covered for half an hour,’...  I would 
rather the teacher was there than the headteacher ‘cos she knew how he worked in 
class… and what help he needed and things… I did actually say to the teacher 
afterwards. I didn’t like to say to the headteacher in the meeting… I think it’s better how 
it works here [in the nursery she works in] because it’s the key worker that goes [and]… 
if you feel there’s maybe going to be an issue with something or something is going to 
come up you can say to your senior, ‘I’d maybe like you to come into that meeting with 
me.’  
 

Systems have been designed with the safeguarding of certain principles such as confidentiality in 

mind and to ensure lines of accountability running through organisations are clear. However, it 

seems that the way these are experienced can cause deep feelings of powerlessness, frustration 

and anxiety.  

 

Despite such difficulties, a key worker system was universally experienced by parents as 

supportive. Ellen, from Eastlands, contrasted her experience of having a key worker at Eastlands 

where her youngest son Liam attended, with her experience of the school nursery nearby where 

one of her older children attended: 

 

Because I know Gaye and she’s Liam’s key worker, I can tell her personal things… like, 
about his dad coming or not showing up… I can say, ‘Watch out because he might be a 
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bit sensitive,’… They have an interest in what you’ve got to say… I never know who to 
talk to at Bella’s [older daughter] nursery if I’ve got an issue to raise…It is good having 
one particular person… if anything comes up, I can just go to her… 
 

Even where the key worker does not have full case management responsibility the system from 

the parent’s perspective was highly valued. For Andrew and Grace in Westlands: 

 

It’s been fantastic for giving a point of contact if you’ve got worries about what’s going 
on. You don’t just walk up to a random member of staff… There is somebody who is 
working closely with your child and who can talk to you about your child… 

 
It is also a system perceived by parents to operate in their children’s favour: 

 

I know that they know other people in the nursery as well, but to know that they are 
bonding with that person, I find it quite reassuring… They know that’s their person and 
that’s that… You know, if they need a cuddle, they get a cuddle… (Dawn, parent, 
Midtown) 

 

The system made a considerable difference to the confidence with which parents felt they were 

able to leave their children in someone else’s care. The role was perceived to be at its most 

effective by both staff and parents where the key worker had responsibility and was accountable 

to the family on a full case management basis. Only in Eastlands Nursery, amongst my 

fieldwork settings, was this approach fully realised.  

 

Key workers have been associated with holistic approaches because they are in a relationship 

with families which allows parents and children to develop the kinds of trust essential to success 

in supporting families. 

 

Staff roles and holistic support to families 
 

Holistic support to families as the basis for building capacity, self-reliance and resilience, is one 

of the key objectives for the Scottish Government. However, there was pessimism amongst 

participants about the capacity or the inclination of teaching and other mainstream staff working 

in universal services, even in the early years, to take account of the whole environment of the 

child and, therefore, of the importance of the relationship with the family. The perception was 

that it is not prioritised sufficiently to be allocated appropriate levels of funding or staff time: 
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When I go and meet with a teacher, it’s all about money… I can’t give you that crèche 
worker… I can’t do that PEEP group because… and all these constraints about the 
money… I think we know what we want to create, it’s just everything else… (Vicky, 
Depute Manager, Eastlands) 

 
Iris, who has worked extensively in mainstream nurseries in the past, recalled: 
 

When I was at Leetown nursery, and I did see families, I thought, ‘if we could get in 
there and do some work with them,’… [pause] I was told… ‘We’re here to do the 
curriculum work in school [pause]… The children are just here for us to educate.’ 

 

Fitting in time for families was perceived to be hard by mainstream staff, even where it was 

recognised to be important and linked to key worker responsibilities. The perception was that the 

only time available was either at the beginning or the end of a play session when children were 

being dropped off or picked up. Joanna, an Early Years Worker from Westlands nursery 

described the difficulties: 

 

It’s almost like in a shiver the children are coming in… There’s forty plus children 
coming in, in the morning and then forty plus children going home at the end of the 
morning session and the same in the afternoon. One of those quiet parents that hasn’t got 
much confidence and would be looking for that quiet space isn’t going to get it, so 
they’re just not going to pass [information] on to their key worker at that point...  

 

However, although staff in mainstream settings were under pressure, even at High Green where 

there was no key worker system and there were no formal family support services, the need for 

families to be taken account of was recognised. Betty from High Green made the point: 

 

If you don’t get that to-ing and fro-ing… how can you know what a child’s interests at 
home are...? I think that’s very important… Most of the parents come in and chat about 
what they’ve been doing, what they’ve been doing, not necessarily what their child’s 
been doing. I think, to get an overall picture of the child and their childhood, you need 
that. 

 
She and other staff I spoke to valued even that five minutes chat at the beginning or end of play 

sessions and saw it as an important way to keep in touch with the wider environment for the 

child. However, no participants indicated they believed that such limited opportunities gave any 

scope for a properly holistic response to children and their families, such that a material 

difference could be made to experiences of childhood outside the nursery.  
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Summary: Time together and quality of family life 

 

My critique of the Framework document demonstrates that the Scottish Government is looking 

to parents and families to support children in developing resilience, and for services to work in a 

way which allows them to achieve that. However, the data from my fieldwork illustrate that 

parents, children and staff had a considerably more sophisticated concept of the importance of 

childhood. It may well build resilience but it has at its heart ideas that are much more diverse 

and much more concerned with a recognition of the overriding value of the immediacy of 

childhood experiences themselves.  

 

The biggest concern participants shared, in being able to co-construct this kind of childhood, was 

lack of time. This was perceived to be the result of pressures on parents to work to achieve 

material gain at the expense of quality of family life. A further concern related to a perceived 

inability of staff across all family support services to provide the right kind of support to 

families. As they clearly demonstrated in all the stories they shared, parents and staff felt that 

their capacity to create and support the kind of family environment conducive to the kind of 

childhood they wanted for their children was being destabilised and corroded by powers that 

they perceived were beyond their control. They did not think that current early years services 

were equipped to alleviate this concern in any way whatsoever.  

 

Experience of accessing and delivering early years services demonstrated, for both staff and 

parents, that current staff roles and responsibilities did not support the establishment of 

necessary relationships with  families in developing their parenting role. This was despite the 

intentions and efforts of individual members of staff, the presence of additional support services 

for some parents, and the operation of such initiatives as key worker systems.  

 

Neither did mainstream staff’s current priorities with children’s learning and development 

always take sufficient account of the importance of the wider family environment to achieving 

educational goals for children. This impacted on time available for parents in settings where 

power and authority were perceived by parents to lie with staff, though staff did not always 

recognise this themselves. Staff, too, experienced frustrations and constraints which they 

perceived as a kind of powerlessness in the face of wider systems and procedures over which 

they had no control.  
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It appears to be the perception that the capacity in early years services does not currently exist 

for parents and staff and children themselves to develop an equal partnership in creating the kind 

of childhood experiences through family life which approximate to the ideal they all broadly 

share of bringing up children who can be effective contributors (Curriculum for Excellence, 

2007) in a responsible and contributing society.  

 

7.2 Children Connected to and Participating in their Neighbourhood 

Communities: Theme Two 

 

In the Framework document the Scottish Government provides no clear definition as what it 

means by the concept of community. However, it can perhaps be inferred that it takes the idea to 

mean a defined geographical area where there is some shared sense of belonging, some cohesion 

in the local population and, possibly, an accepted shared responsibility for certain aspects of 

living in that area. It does make it clear that it sees local communities as having considerable 

responsibilities associated with the bringing up of children to be ‘responsible citizens’ 

(Curriculum for Excellence, 2007).  

 

It seeks to create the circumstances in which communities will take responsibility for developing 

their own ideas and aspirations for children through a process of engagement with local children 

and families, and then achieve the relevant outcomes through a process of planning and delivery. 

The same priority of self-reliance for communities is apparent as has already been discussed in 

relation to families: 

 

Community planning needs to get right down to the local level to give local people a 
sense of ownership and give them some sense of control over how they want early years 
support to be developed in their community… (Early Years Framework Part 11, p5). 

 

Strategic staff in focus group discussions expressed scepticism however:  

 

Staff have experience at some level of engaging with and building relationships with 
families and communities but their capacity to respond… may be limited because of 
their role and level and range of responsibilities (Isla, Westlands authority).  
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The word belonging was very prominent in the word exercise described at the beginning of this 

chapter (Figure 7.1) demonstrating a clear belief that adult participants understood the 

importance of children experiencing a strong connectedness to others.  

 

As has already been demonstrated in the first narrative theme, all adult participants described a 

sense of belonging as coming first of all, from families and family life. There were many stories 

told, by both parents and staff, about their own childhoods where they experienced a strong 

sense of connectedness and belonging to their families. Elaine, an Early Years Worker at 

Midtown nursery recalled: 

 

I loved having my mum [a single parent]… She was there when we got home from 
school and she ironed our clothes and made our packed lunches and made your dinner 
and we all sat round a table and ate and had good company. 

 

Adult participants described an easy extension of those feelings of the importance of connection 

and belonging in their childhoods from their families to the communities they had been brought 

up in. Stories such as those from Sandra from High Green recalling bonfire night from her 

childhood in the north of England were typical: 

 

My dad used to make a trolley out of old pram wheels and a plank of wood and the 
whole street would go off, ‘cos we lived near the railway land as well, and there’d be 
sleepers… and it would have tin cans tied to it so nobody else could run away with it…  
You collected every scrap of wood and rubbish and the whole street was involved in it… 
Mums… well, one would make black peas, one would make potato pie and one would 
make something else… treacle toffee; so that, by the end of it… we’d got a whole picnic 
on the go.  

 

From Eastlands Nursery Michelle told a story from her childhood to illustrate her sense of 

belonging to a wider community and of its importance to the development of her sense of social 

responsibility: 

 

We lived in the country and we were totally dependent on butchers vans, and things, and 
my granny she always made sure the van driver had his bacon etc. ‘cos it was a long 
road back and everything. We’d feed the village! We had a big garden and it was, ‘go 
take these cabbages to Mrs Cameron…’ You know, I do think that is instilled in you. 
You do look after other people. 
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A sense of belonging for these participants encompassed others for whom they felt a joint and 

collective responsibility. There appeared to be a strong recollection that communities took on 

that responsibility for them as children, and were looking out for their wellbeing. The idea of 

connectedness to a group of people on whom you can rely was very powerfully felt in both of 

these stories. Penny, a staff member from Westlands, observed: 

 

Mothers would stand at the gate and watch you or they used to come out and do the 
skipping rope for you… Coming home from school, if your mum decided to go 
somewhere it didn’t make any difference, you’d just go to your next door neighbour and 
say, and she’d go, ‘Well, just come in, she’ll be back in a bit…’ 

 

There was a sense of vibrancy in community living from these stories, extending beyond the 

front doors of people’s homes. A picture of community living was presented in which children 

were a collective responsibility and their protection was everybody’s business but also that 

children themselves were active members of that community.  

 

Children’s sense of community was hard to establish from their photographs and their stories, 

but it was clear that they too drew their sense of belonging first of all from their families. 

Beyond that, their concept of community was expressed through the friendships they talked 

about. These friendships were often not based in the streets around them or forged through 

playing in the local area but, rather, they were associated with the nursery they attended. For the 

children I worked with, their notion of community was generally not a geographically based one 

at all. Talking about friends Toby from Westlands Nursery said:  

 

 
 

I don’t have any friends that live in my street. Well, Abigail lives close by me and I pass 
her [house] on my bike but I don’t speak to her. She isn’t out when I cycle past. I’m 
allowed to cycle on the pavement by myself just to the neighbour’s garden and then turn 
around and come back. I’m too young to go further. 
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For Toby, his foray onto the street to cycle his bike was a very temporary and fleeting 

experience which was likely to be a sterile one. He did not appear to perceive the street as a 

place to pursue friendship or build any sense of connectedness to his local community. Toby’s 

best friend was another little boy from nursery who lived a car ride away. 

 

Many children told stories of being taken in their cars places to meet people or to do things:  

 

 
 

None spoke of meeting friends from the street in any casual way through the ringing of doorbells 

and asking  the question, ‘ Is A coming out to play?’  When I asked Tyler from Midtown 

Nursery about children in his street, because he had a photo of the empty street taken from his 

window, and whether he knew or played with anyone in the street, he simply replied ‘No’. 

 

Katie, from Westlands, recalled a spat she and her sister had in her garden with two friends who 

also did not live locally:  
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This is my trampoline. Penny and Nora are not really my friends ‘cos Nora called Helen 
[her sister] and me stupid ‘cos she didn’t like us. Her wanted to be the mum and Helen 
wanted to be the dad and that’s why she called us stupid. We won’t be friends. They’re 
not going to come over ever, ever again… They went home. They won’t come back and 
I’m sad but I don’t want them to come back. 

 

Katie appeared to hold little expectation that she would be able to repair her friendship. Because 

her friends did not live locally her opportunity to do so would seem to have to be created for her 

by her parents. She was unable to sort out the difficulties herself through any connections made 

in the neighbourhood or on the street.  

 

The opportunities for play and activities outwith nursery which children refered to were often 

not ones their family or friends could share in or were even held in nearby venues. They 

generally involved being taken to places where they joined in adult led activities, which offered 

very limited opportunity for social interaction with their peers and almost no opportunity for 

interaction with parents. Abigail from Westlands was learning how to twirl a baton:  

 

 
 

That’s me with my baton spinning it. It’s for my dancing. I do shows. I do it by myself 
with lots of other girls. I don’t remember their names. I go to… [she named a nearby 
town] for my dancing.  

 

For Lucas at High Green one of the highlights of his week involved a long round trip of around 

forty miles to go to a Kempo martial arts class: 
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My dad picks me up and takes me…We did sword fighting… We have teachers. I don’t 
know their names though… I have to do all the training to get the special clothes! Next 
week I’m going to get my suit. I’m not going to get a belt though.  

 

Even where the activity was not so skill focused and there was scope for children to take more 

control over how they explored play opportunities themselves, situations for children and adults 

to learn and explore together seemed limited. Tyler from Midtown told me about a ‘play barn’ 

he was taken to as a special treat: 

 

It’s got a big play thing. You go doon a chute. [It’s] just where the shops are and Burger 
King… Aye, and you get a block and you take it up and bang it doon the chute… It 
bangs all the way doon… I just go on ma back… 

 

Tyler was not describing an activity where he was sharing, co-operating or negotiating his way 

through an activity and learning about his place in his community, however he might conceive of 

it. He was talking about an activity which had obviously given him pleasure, but there was a 

solitary feel to the way in which he described it, as if he needed to make no reference to anyone 

else or share his experience in any way. This was the same Tyler who claimed not to play with 

any other children in his street. 

   

The children I worked with seemed, then, to have little sense of belonging to the kind of 

community the Scottish Government envisages in the Framework document. Connections to 

other children living very locally, or to people close by, for the most part appeared to be missing. 

As a result and to a significant extent, it seems children were denied an opportunity to use their 

own agency to negotiate their lives and establish concepts of social connection away from adult 

gaze. As Gwen, from High Green put it: 

 

It’s that whole learning about social skills and their place in the world and that whole 
competition element and all of those things, and they need their peers to do that with. 
They can’t do that with us. 

 

A central dilemma for adult participants in my research related to how to create circumstances 

such that children could exercise that agency.  
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Perceptions of community breakdown 

 

When both parent and staff participants spoke of whether the sense of a wider collective 

responsibility for children they recalled from their own childhoods was applicable to young 

children today, they expressed considerable concern. Hilary, a parent from Westlands contrasted 

her own experience with her children’s: 

 

You would know if you were cheeky to the lollipop man that he would go and tell your 
mum. That doesn’t really happen now… I’ve heard [of] people… if they’ve seen kids on 
the street that are doing something they shouldn’t have been doing… and they’ve given 
them a row, then the parents have come down and said, ‘How dare you tell my child 
off!’ 

 

Aalia another parent from Westlands whose childhood was spent in India, gave her idea of why 

that sense of collective responsibility for children in local communities may no longer be there: 

 

Where I used to live my parents knew everybody…. If I was doing something wrong 
and somebody was watching me, I knew who this person is and if he was going to my 
mother… Here I don’t see this kind of thing. People don’t know their neighbours… 
When I came here I was asking my husband, ‘Who is living in this house?’ It was only 
two or three houses away, and he said he didn’t know and I was quite surprised… I think 
people don’t know much about their neighbours and that’s why, when something 
happens with their children, people don’t bother going to their neighbours because they 
don’t know the parents. 

 

She told a story of a direct experience she had had to illustrate her point: 

 

A couple of weeks ago a boy set a fire in my garden and we knew who that boy was and 
we didn’t go because we didn’t know what kind of parents he’s got so we didn’t go. 
He’s actually quite famous for setting fires and my children saw him… but we can’t go 
to parents and say… 

 

Even amongst participants from High Green, there was a clear perception that a sense of 

community and communal responsibility had, to a very large extent, broken down. Lily told a 

vivid story of an event concerning her child which, for her, revealed the lack of a sense of 

community responsibility for young children in the village: 

 

I was walking down the road with Brendan and he was just going out a bike with no 
stabilisers and he started to go really fast… and, I’m …hollering at the top of my 
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voice… to get him to stop…Then I started to run and by this time he was half way down 
the road going like the wind…and yet there were people on that road. They must have 
seen me. They must have heard me. They didn’t stop him, and eventually I found him 
stopped outside Aeron’s house [a long way distant]… He got a right rollicking… I was 
surprised… If I saw a kid clattering down on a bike, do you not think you’d go, ‘Come 
on, stop, would you? Your mum’s calling you.’ I was astounded that nobody tried to 
stop him because I was really worried. I thought he’d go onto the [main] road actually. 

 

All of these stories give a strong indication that, for these participants, although they saw the 

advantages of strong communities and recalled their own childhoods as times when such 

communities existed, they had little idea of the existence of such communities today. However, 

they felt powerless to change the situation, because they saw the causes of the breakdown in 

community cohesion as linked to changes over which they had no control.  

 

Adult fears about intervention with children 

 

In High Green a conversation about the circumstances in which an intervention from a 

concerned member of the local community might be possible led to this observation: 

 

If you think about someone in the village, who we all know, who has been wondering 
since he was three… How often has it come up in the conversation in general you know? 
‘Have you seen [the child]?’… or, ‘Do you think we should do something?’… We’ve all 
had that conversation. People are scared (Lily, parent, High Green). 

 

Participants generally talked of these fears which lay behind what they perceived to be people’s 

reluctance to intervene, even where they saw children who may be in difficulty. Linda, who was 

born and brought up in High Green and had extended family living there, described the change 

in attitude she had witnessed, even in the small village:  

 

My uncle would do it [intervene] but he’s seventy and he’s getting scared… He’d think, 
‘Oh, maybe I shouldn’t,’ and he’d back off, ‘somebody’s going to think I’m some kind 
of weirdo or something.’ 

 

When Michelle at Eastlands recalled a story of the local farmer telling off her children when 

they were young for playing in the haystacks, it prompted the following discussion: 

 

Jamie: But if you did that to a kid nowadays you’d just get a mouthful of abuse. 
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Mary: If a farmer had done that nowadays, some children would go back and set fire to 
the haystacks, whereas, in my day, when I was a child, I would have come away and 
never gone there again. 
Michelle: We lived in a farm cottage that was in the farmyard and you were kind of part 
of the farm. You knew the farmer. You knew the workers and they knew you were 
coming and going all the time. 

 

It appeared that an absence of a perception of the authority to intervene was acutely felt by these 

adults, even where there was potential danger for children. It was coupled with a further 

perception that any intervention may well have been misunderstood as stemming from a malign 

intent towards children.  This was complicated by a sense that children themselves might not 

recognise an adult’s right to intervene and challenge it, though it has to be said the above 

exchange was amongst a group of staff working in an area of a city where high levels of 

challenge are faced by families and communities on a daily basis.  

 

Not all parents I interviewed felt as pessimistic, and, despite the increased fears of High Green 

parents already described, living in a rural location did seem to allow parents greater peace of 

mind. Jake, when I asked if he worried about his children’s safety in the village had this 

response: 

 

I guess there’s an unwritten or unsaid network of adults around the village who know 
of… other people’s kids, so there is a little bit of a safety network there… I think if 
someone saw Megan [his daughter] wandering up the street on her own, they would 
seriously question that…  

 

When I asked if he would feel he had the authority to intervene if he witnessed something he felt 

was not right he replied: 

 

Well yeah, I think you would pretty much… Even if your kids were older, if you saw 
kids standing off to one another… I can envisage that people might stop and say, 
‘What’s going on here. This looks silly.’ 
 

Unfortunately, Jake’s perspective, both on whether the community was looking out for young 

children and also on whether adult intervention would be effective and understood, was very 

much in the minority.  
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The media was very much to the forefront of participants’ minds when it came to establishing 

the reasons why people from local communities might be fearful for their children. Elaine, a 

staff member from Midtown voiced the fears of many: 

 

I think it is about paedophiles and people being abducted and things like that. I think the 
media has got so much… We never seen it so much before because it wasn’t reported so 
much. 

  

She told a story of her experience of her community taking responsibility for at least one of its 

children amid such fears: 

 

Our Andrea used to walk the dog every morning and people that didnae know us, knew 
her… and it wasn’t until Martin [husband] walked the dog one day and people stopped 
to talk to her [the dog)] that we thought, ‘Oh, they know the dog…’ Eventually, there 
was somebody that they werenae sure about in the street behind us and it was the 
neighbours that says to my husband, ‘Look, don’t let her walk up here,’ and that’s 
people that we dinnae know but they were still looking out… 
 

Elaine’s story illustrated an experience of collective community responsibility very much in the 

minority however. Individuals clearly felt powerless to reverse the decline in local communities 

and in acceptance of collective responsibility for children. Their stories indicate it would require 

attitudinal change and a reinstatement of a value base for community action at a level way 

beyond the local community itself. Kathy from Westlands Nursery summed it up: 

 

It’s too much information… A lot of people now have got a lot of fears that our parents’ 
generation didn’t have… People don’t trust other people the way they used to… 

 

The lack of trust in neighbours created by the media and the perception that communities lack 

the capacity to take collective responsibility for children create serious problems when set 

against the Scottish Government intentions for a self reliant and resilient community able to 

support its families.  

 

Building community capacity 
 

The strongest narrative emerging from my data about connectedness and belonging concerned a 

perception that the idea of community no longer exists in the form that it once did. There was a 
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very strong perception that wider influences on community life have diminished community 

capacity to a point where it is unable to meet responsibilities to its children.  

 

The Scottish Government’s objective, however, is to achieve outcomes for children through 

building capacity of families and communities to find solutions to problems themselves. There is 

considerable emphasis on the idea of responsibility, both of parents and of communities, in 

relation to parenting.  

 

Services are judged to have a primary role in developing parental and community capacity 

through working in local communities and supporting them to understand their responsibilities 

as parents and community members. In making the assumption that parents and communities 

need to be taught or reminded of these responsibilities and in giving professionals the task of 

doing so, the Scottish Government appears to be building in an unequal power relationship 

between parents and communities, and the professionals who work with them. The assumption is 

that there are professional experts who understand what good parenting is and what the 

responsibilities of parents within communities are, and that they can transmit this knowledge to 

make parents better at parenting and communities better at supporting families. This is very 

different from a professional role underpinned by a partnership approach recognising and 

building on core strength. As I have already demonstrated in my previous theme’s findings 

around family support, the capacity of staff to take up a strengths based model of working in 

services as they are currently configured, is very limited.  

 

Two of my fieldwork settings employed a Family or Group Worker and a third had links to one. 

The role of these staff was to support families individually in dealing with whatever challenges 

they were facing, but it was also to work with families in the local community, often in groups, 

to create a kind of learning community based around the needs and interests of families 

themselves and ultimately to build community capacity. For Angie, a very experienced Group 

Worker from Eastlands Nursery, the challenge of the job was to engage with parents in a way 

which acknowledged the power differentials and yet still managed to build a relationship based 

on mutual trust:  

 

… My approach is very much person centred. I think if you don’t start with the one to 
one relationship, you are never going to get particularly the very hard to reach families, 



 
 

183 

to even talk to you… You’ve got to take time to actually get relationships built with 
them so they know where you’re coming from, what your approach is and that helps 
them build up an element of feeling safe… 

 

The time required to invest in such relationships with parents was considerable, although the 

impact for the individual parent could be transformational, as a story from Maggie, an Early 

Years Worker from Eastlands, illustrated: 

 

I worked with a family and she has gone on to do a course and I am so proud of her! Her 
baby was accommodated at birth…she has started and is half way through her course. I 
am proud as punch for her. She has care of both her children now… She’s come a very, 
very long way… I think she found a place where she’s accepted, that she’s supported… 
We’ve never turned her away… We’re still here… I’ve learned a lot from her…We’re 
all human and I think she found a space where… people don’t shout at her and tell her 
that she’s silly or… It’s OK. It’s OK to come in and say you feel crap… 

 

The resource intensity described by Maggie and available to some parents in Eastlands could 

only realistically be sustained in situations where families face the most difficult of challenges. 

Even then, the limitations of interventions from staff such as those at Eastlands were keenly felt. 

Shirley, a young member of staff, recalled a relationship she established with a young teenage 

mother in the centre: 

 

There’s a mum I used to work with… and do you know it just seemed like she was such 
a young mum and… every corner she turned there was something different… I mean, 
you make a wee bit of difference, but you hear about her now and she’s still turning 
corners and there’s still things hitting her and… it’s quite sad that you can’t cure 
everything and make everything OK for them. I suppose that’s life…  

 

It is interesting that though both Shirley and Maggie had obviously drawn considerable 

satisfaction from their work with families, both saw their relationship with the parents they 

worked with as one where they, as the workers, held the power and they worked to correct a 

perceived deficit in parenting. The implication of both stories was that the parent was the subject 

of an intervention, rather than that the parent had the inner power and resources to work to 

improve her life on an equal footing with staff.  

 

These stories resonate with previous discussion about the Scottish Government’s aspirations for 

families and whether they are primarily linked to a strengths based, capacity building approach 

or a deficit reduction based one. My critique of the Framework document has already suggested 
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that there is confusion at the heart of the document about the Government’s approach in this 

respect. These two stories go to show that this philosophical confusion is replicated in the way 

services are currently configured and the ways in which staff currently conceive of their role.  

 

Maggie’s and Shirley’s stories set out expectations they had about the extent of their role in 

supporting families in a way which is currently beyond the capacity of mainstream school based 

Early Years Workers. A lack of capacity within mainstream services must be a major concern 

for the Scottish Government in trying to achieve its objective of strengthening families and 

communities by building capacity using holistic, strengths based collaborative approaches.   

 

Holistic, strengths-based community support 

 

The issues faced by families accessing mainstream early years services can be just as complex 

and debilitating for them and ultimately damaging to the capacity of communities to provide 

mutual support for each other as those accessing targeted support. The Government’s intention is 

to use early intervention strategies in working with families and communities to deal with issues 

in the early stages before the kinds of damage described by Shirley and Maggie have 

materialised.  

 

Supported parent and toddler and playgroups are communally run by staff and parents together. 

Activity is developed using flexible resources and the ideas of the group members themselves. 

All is built around the relationship between parent/carer and child. I attended one such group  

supported  by staff from Eastlands and spoke informally to a number of parents and one or two 

grandparents present about why they came and what they thought the value of the group was. 

Two grandmothers said that they looked after their grandchildren so that their own children 

could work and they came to the group for company for themselves and for the children. The 

value for them lay very much in social contact. Parents of young children spoke of the group 

giving them space for themselves and a chance to meet up with other parents, as well as giving 

valuable play experiences to their children. From conversations I witnessed, exchange of 

parenting tips between grandparents and parents had a positive influence on inter-generational 

cohesion.  
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As part of the development of a learning community it is easily seen how such groups can be 

enriching for parents and for children, as well as helping to build capacity for communities to 

take responsibility themselves in creating rich environments and diverse experiences for 

children. The role of staff in establishing and then supporting such groups is crucial, though the 

ultimate intention must be that they become self-supporting. The three staff members involved 

with this group were evangelical in their enthusiasm for its impact on the adults as well as the 

children.  

 

Staff operating in universal services appeared not to be able to conceive of their role as including 

such community capacity building responsibilities. The time and the resources for such activity 

are simply not there so long as services are configured to support predominantly centre based 

activity with children alone. It is difficult to see how any serious attempt can be made to develop 

a community capacity building aspect of the Early Years Worker’s role without first 

understanding what capacity building might look like. That would require addressing the balance 

of centre based versus community based activity, and, at the same time, building an expectation 

and a competence amongst staff themselves by providing them with the time and training which 

would give them confidence in their ability to carry out work on a collaborative, strengths 

focussed basis. 

 

Summary : Community, belonging and children’s participation 

 

The Scottish Government has expectations that it can build the capacity of local communities to 

support families in the upbringing of their children. There is an assumption that it is essential to 

the future strength of communities in Scotland and also that it will help secure the future for 

children in Scotland. Adult participants also believed that building a connectedness and a sense 

of belonging to a wider society was of great importance for early childhood. However, children 

themselves described the connectedness they felt as coming less from their local neighbourhood 

or their street than from important relationships. Friendships were forged at nursery with 

children who may live some distance away, and activities which children generally engaged in 

were both not designed for the development of social connection and unlikely to happen 

spontaneously away from adult gaze.  

 



 
 

186 

Adults, on the other hand, did have a geographically based concept of community. They recalled 

times from their own childhoods when their experiences of living within a local community were 

rich, vibrant, involving different generations, and where there was a communal sense of 

responsibility for children and their childhood experiences. Adult participants felt that the 

security which that generated was instrumental in their being able, in their own childhoods, to 

build a strong sense of connectedness to a local community. They were concerned that today’s 

generation of young children will not experience this. 

 

The reasons that adult participants gave for a sense that such community cohesion and trust had 

broken down included the growth of two working parent households leading to empty 

communities with no one to keep an informal eye on life in the street, highly mobile families 

shifting across neighbourhoods such that people were no longer aware of who was living in their 

streets, and media fed worries and insecurities about children’s safety, even though, for some 

participants, they recognised these as largely baseless worries. All of these concerns participants 

felt powerless to rectify. This is the same sense of powerlessness parents also expressed in 

relation to family capacity to parent effectively. 

 

For staff, many of the issues were the same too. Very few indicated that they recognised 

themselves as having any responsibility for community capacity building, even although almost 

all actually had the potential to take on that responsibility through the relationships they already 

held with the family. This was particularly the case for key workers. However, the issues which 

prevent the role developing in this way are very similar to the limitations on staff taking on a 

significant family support role. They centre around perceptions about priorities, emphasising 

centre based activity over community based work, the ways in which power relationships 

between staff and parents are used by staff to address perceived deficit rather than acknowledge 

and build on community strength, and a lack of time and resources.   

 

The relationships which some staff had with some families, particularly where these were based 

on true partnership working, for example in the PEEP groups and the supported parent and 

toddler groups run by Eastlands staff, appeared to hold within them considerable potential for 

the development of a community learning model based on family strength. There seemed to be 

potential to develop such work so that early years services and the workers within them had the 

knowledge base and the capacity to support local communities in taking on the kind of 
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responsibilities needed to give families and young children a strong sense of belonging and 

connectedness to their neighbours across the generations.  

 

However, as adult participants so easily recognised, the influences on local communities from 

wider society are very powerful and were considered by them to be detrimental to a strong sense 

of community and a community’s responsibility towards its children. Without a radical revision 

of the Scottish Government’s policy objectives and a re-alignment of the early years policy 

within the wider policy framework for the Scottish Government, it is hard to see how it will 

deliver fully on its objectives to encourage local communities to support families in bringing up 

children to be responsible citizens (Curriculum for Excellence, 2007) by creating the necessary 

sense of belonging. 
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Chapter Eight  
 
Views from the Field – Independent and Powerful Children and Children 
and their Imaginations 

 
Introduction 

 
In the previous chapter I presented the first two of four identified narrative themes emerging 

from my data. In this chapter I will present the third and fourth themes, giving an overview of 

how I consider they too, relate to the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework. The third 

theme is concerned with the independent world of the child and the impact of adult concerns 

about her safety. The fourth and final theme relates to perceptions about her inner life, her 

imagination, the development of a self-image and the impact of the media and the commercial 

world.  

 

8.1 Children as Independent, Powerful and Competent People: Theme Three 

 

There are many explicit references in the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework 

document to developing resilience in children and families, and also to creating confident 

individuals (Curriculum for Excellence, 2007). There is recognition of the link between these 

objectives and opportunities for children to act independently and to take risks as a key aspect of 

developing confidence:  

 

… giving children responsibility and allowing them to explore the world… in a way that 
they can control is a key part of developing confidence… there has been too much focus on 
eliminating all risk to children rather than understanding risk. We must reverse this trend 
and equip children with the skills to manage risk and make positive choices… (Early Years 
Framework Part 2, p29). 

 
The Scottish Government also makes clear its commitment to children’s rights. It makes 

reference to Article 12  of the UNCRC when it asserts that children ‘ are valued and respected… 

and have the right to have their voices sought, heard and acted upon by all those who support 

them and who provide services to help them’ (p10). In an articulation of what ‘the best start in 

life looks like for children’ (p10), a high level vision is drawn from the UNCRC, also making 
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specific reference to Article 31 in recognition of children’s entitlement ‘to have an opportunity 

to experience and judge and manage risk’ (p11).    

 

However, when the Framework is used to outline key areas of ‘transformational change’ (p11) 

to deliver such a vision there appears to be little recognition that children themselves might have 

considerable power to act on their own environment. Although the Framework headlines ‘a 

focus on engagement and empowerment of children’ (p17), the objectives which are laid out to 

achieve this are adult oriented, relating to ‘patterns of delivery and relationships with the people 

delivering those services,’ alongside ‘service redesign and new roles in the workforce’ (p17).  

 

Research participants had strong ideas and views about the capacity of children to use their own 

agency and their inner resources and strength to develop an independent and confident sense of 

themselves, and how that might relate to risk taking behaviour. 

 

The use of the words freedom, exploration and challenging (See Figure 7.1) were prominent in 

the initial word exercise I carried out with adult participants about aspirations for childhood. 

They demonstrate an acknowledgement of the importance of being able to act independently of 

adults and make their own decisions in exploring their own worlds, for the development of 

children’s positive sense of self. However, this recognition is also considerably tempered by 

concerns for the safety of children. Almost all participants reported conflict in trying to reconcile 

these two apparently opposing imperatives. Hilary, a parent from Westlands, made the point: 

 
I think you gain confidence and independence… being able to think for yourselves, if 
you play on your own. When me and my brother went out playing we didn’t need to rely 
on my parents all the time and it made us a bit more streetwise… 
 

Penny, an Early Years Worker from Westlands Nursery, made the connection between 

independent playing and risk taking: 

 

If they don’t learn to assess whether something is dangerous or not, they’re never going 
to be able to live in the real world, and make that decision for themselves. 

 

Many stories were told by both parents and staff about days they had spent away from the family 

home with other children, independently engaged in activities which often involved considerable 

amounts of risk. These were also associated with collaboration and negotiation of play in which 
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there were no adults around to intervene or moderate on decisions made by the children 

themselves. Lisa, a member of staff from Eastlands, remembered the sorts of things they did: 

 

We all went with towels under our arms… back in time for tea, and we had a whale of a 
time. We used to go to the pond [to paddle and swim]. We used to come out the pond 
and go to the harbour, jump on the fishing boats, have a carry on and go up the road 
again. 

 

Amongst the freedoms experienced were opportunities to get very dirty and engage in very 

physical activity, as Pat from High Green remembered: 

 
We lived in the centre of the city… They were building … behind us. It was this 
woodland area, destroyed, and we used to play in that. There was whole gangs from the 
street…, making the Tarzan swings off the trees, jumping down muddy slopes, digging 
holes… It was this clay soil. It was red. I can see it now, getting on my clothes… I 
remember… coming home absolutely clarted in mud and my mum going, ‘Take your 
clothes off in the kitchen!’… We spent hours doing that. We could just do what we liked 
and it was brilliant fun. 
 

Water was often involved. Debbie, a parent from Eastlands, recalled an unplanned encounter 

with some water from a stream and her fear of the consequences: 

 

I used tae jump the burn. One day I went and fell in… brand new white shoes. Ohhh!... I 
was like, ‘Ohhhh! Ma shoes! Ma shoes!’ I thought I was gonnae get murdered… 

 

For Elaine, from Midtown, there was a great deal of self-growth involved in her independent 

play experiences with her friends:  

 

When I was younger, I wasn’t very good at climbing fences but my friends realised that 
as well and they used to climb the fences and run away so that I would either have to 
climb the fence and follow them or be left behind! The first few times I stood there and 
cried till they came back for me, but eventually I learned to do it.   

 

These remembered experiences were regarded as important by participants. There was a 

considerable degree of satisfaction and sense of achievement that they had engaged in these 

sometimes risky activities at their own instigation and they had not only survived them 

unscathed but they had learned about themselves and their relationships with their peers. Even 

where the potential consequences of some of the more risky behaviour was acknowledged, this 

was generally regarded as acceptable and did not detract from the recalled pleasure and pride in 
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the activities, or from the value attached to them. This could be understood in terms of weighing 

up and accepting levels of risk, testing decision making abilities, stretching physical as well as 

mental capacity, developing social skills through being part of sometimes large collaborative 

groups of children that ranged across a wide age span and, ultimately, taking full responsibility 

for themselves.  

 

Where there were risks now, the anxieties these generated were acknowledged as originating in 

the adult perspective, as Mary, a staff member from Eastlands, recognised when recalling her 

son floating off down the river on a homemade float:  

 

My anxiety about Cammie on the river was my anxiety. Although he said he was sailing 
down the river he was probably near the weir where it is actually quite shallow so he 
probably wasn’t actually sailing down the rapids. It’s about helping each other and I 
would say we don’t allow children nowadays to have those kinds of opportunities. 
We’re so caught up in, ‘Oh my God, they’ll fall. They’ll hurt themselves.’ 

 

Celia, a Senior Early Years Worker from Midtown Nursery, observed the consequences of a 
shift in views about such independent opportunities for play, driven by what she thought of as 
knee jerk reactions to adult concerns for safety: 
 

We had a park at the end of our street… and the burn was there and you would jump the 
burn, but it’s now fenced off…where we used to jump the burn and fall in and pretend 
that you werenae wet and all that carry on! The children havenae got a chance to take 
that risk. The adventure’s gone… This is the park I played in when I was young. I want 
my grandchildren to play there and now… Oh for goodness sake, there’s a six foot 
fence! 

  

Yet opportunities for independent play were acknowledged by adult participants as being pivotal 

for their development, and especially so since, from their own experience, they took place out of 

sight and influence of adults. They were judged to have been formative in their learning about 

taking responsibility for themselves and others, growing towards a confidence in themselves as 

able decision makers, and knowing themselves in a way that was beyond the eyes of adults. 

Emily and Gwen, both parents from High Green expressed, in conversation, why they valued 

this world apart: 

 

Emily: I had complete freedom growing up and if my mum and dad knew the things I 
got up to… I say to myself, when they’re out of sight, when they’re a bit older, I don’t 
want to know some of the things they get up to because there’s something special about 
that part of childhood. 
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Gwen: Children really need a private life. They need secrets… that private existence is 
really, really healthy psychologically; that they have something of their own… It’s their 
stuff and it’s their secret and their development. It’s all theirs. It’s kind of an ownership 
thing. Privacy is really important. 
Emily: It’s their way of learning without someone directing it and it goes on at exactly 
their own pace so they can figure out and explore and make mistakes.  

 

The children themselves reported, through their photographs and stories, a mixed picture of the 

level of freedom they were allowed and the extent to which they could explore their worlds 

independently of adults. Lucas, living in High Green, was keen to show me the photos taken 

while out on a walk with his dad:  

 

 
 

This is Daddy. He’s pointing at the map for going up the loch. We went for a walk down 
at the loch. There used to be a bridge across the river and it was washed away. Daddy 
and Lucas can walk across the stones by myself now. We go for walks a lot through the 
woods. 

 
He took pride in his ability to take responsibility for himself and to accomplish what he 

perceived to be the difficult task of crossing the river but he saw the presence of his father as an 

integral part of that achievement. It appeared not to have been an activity he had engaged in, for 

example, with other children, after weighing up the risk levels himself and then deciding 

independently to go ahead and do it. Nonetheless, he obviously felt a sense of power and agency 

in crossing the river by himself. 

 

Several other children also took photographs of walks in their surrounding areas, though always 

in the presence of adults, usually parents: 
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No children described a level of freedom that was of the same order or offered the same 

opportunities for self-management or taking responsibility for themselves and others as those 

remembered experiences described by adult participants. There were no long hours physically 

separate from adults, or times spent playing with other, perhaps older children out of sight of 

adults. Children did not report play activities with friends happening without prior arrangement 

and at times controlled by parents. However, even with an adult presence, as Lucas’s story 

demonstrated, their lives were not devoid of opportunity for the development of self-confidence 

and self-management.   

 

The back garden featured heavily in children’s photographs, usually with several pieces of large 

commercially produced play equipment in evidence: 

 

 
 

Poppy from High Green recounted her experiences of playing in her back garden with two 

friends, both of whom were older and were boys. One of them was Lucas: 

 
Barry comes to play at my house. He’s at school. He’s six. He’s my second best friend. 
Sometimes when I go on the seesaw with him I fly up. Lucky I’m holding onto the 
handles…! Barry and Lucas bump me up on the seesaw and when they do it I sometimes 
stay in the shed. I’m only allowed in the shed if the door’s open. 

 

Poppy had a strategy for dealing with a play situation when she felt uncomfortable. She appeared 

to be in control and to know how to keep herself safe in the shed when she had assessed the risk 
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of falling off the seesaw was too great. In staying in the shed she also avoided confrontation with 

her two friends. She was managing both physical and social risk in a powerful way. 

 

Children did still, from their own stories, also manage to find ways of hiding themselves away 

from adults where they could take on responsibility for a physically defined space. The advent of 

the trampoline in the majority of young children’s gardens had offered children the potential of 

an environment in which they could enclose their activity, either on top of or underneath it, 

creating the equivalent of a den like space, and at least pretend they were unseen and in control. 

Other den making activities: 

 

 
 

allowed children to define space as temporarily theirs, where they could take responsibility and 

make the decisions. Though even here: 

 
In a place like ours [the nursery], yes, you can give them stuff to go and make a den but 
it’s always going to be a den out there [in the nursery grounds]. It’s not going to be a den 
where they have chosen to go and make a den (Pat, staff member, High Green). 

 

It was not only through establishing physical separateness, however, that children described 

opportunities for control and self-management, demonstrating their capacities for independent 

activity. They identified and told stories of a range of situations which were not linked 

necessarily to a physically separate space. They were often tied to taking a level of social 

responsibility which allowed them to develop confidence in themselves as decision makers. 

Toby, a child at Westlands Nursery, showed me his photographs of his vegetable patch and told 

me of his responsibility for growing vegetables for the family: 
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I’m watering my vegetables. These are my onions. I’m growing radishes too. I don’t like 
them. My dad likes radishes. I’m growing carrots…I was the one who choosed which 
vegetables to grow and I said, ‘Can I grow vegetables?’ Daddy doesn’t grow vegetables. 
Mummy doesn’t grow vegetables, just me for the whole family. 

 

For Toby, his sense of pride in the responsibility which he felt had been placed with him to 

contribute to the family was self-evident. He saw himself as the independent decision maker and 

as the one with the power to control the growing of the vegetables. He was taking his part in a 

shared responsibility for family life and welfare.  

 

Lewis from Eastlands had a different kind of responsibility but it was also significant in 

developing his sense of himself, his social responsibility and his capacity for independent 

decision-making. It centred around cooking the dinner with his mother. His mother gave him 

responsibility for using a sharp knife to cut raw chicken, and then to cook it on the hob: 

 

 
 

[I’m] cooking with my mummy. [I’m] crying from chopping onion [with] a little knife. 
 
 

Several of the children told stories of domestic duties and responsibilities they carried out, all of 

which had a powerful effect in helping them towards an independent view of themselves, 

including Callum from High Green who had been given a field full of sheep to call his own by 

his father: 
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That’s my sheep. They’re my very own… On Sunday I go up and look after them. I give 
them food.  

 
All of these responsibilities developed the children’s capacity to act independently of their 

parents and gave them a collaborative role in family life where they had opportunity to assess 

and manage risk. It was clear that such experiences had a significant part to play in allowing the 

development of children’s independence and their sense of their own agency as confident 

decision makers.  

 

Whilst the physical separateness regarded by adults as being so instrumental in their own 

development and yet so difficult to offer young children today is important, children themselves 

have, in many cases, found alternative ways of gaining a different range of experiences but with 

broadly similar benefits. Even so, adult participants were very clear that they lamented the loss 

of opportunity for children to act independently and out of sight of adults. 

 

Independence, freedom and the outdoors 

 
There was a continuing emphasis amongst adult participants on the importance of an outdoor life 

for children, particularly amongst High Green parents. This was very evident when parents from 

the village explained their decisions to live in a rural area: 

 

You can let them go climb trees and do whatever they like… I suppose you’re giving 
them a bit more leeway than you would be able to in a more built up area… So for me, 
that’s a big bonus, where they can just go off outside and play and experience things by 
themselves (Peggy, parent, High Green). 
 

Gwen enjoyed the opportunity for her children to engage in some ‘anarchy’ in contrast to what 

she regarded as the constraints of city life for children: 
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I can put my boys over the fence and their bit of anarchy is they can go up the fields and 
play on the big tree. It just feels like complete and utter freedom to them but I can see 
them! You just couldn’t do that in Glasgow. They’re contained within their garden and 
then ferried somewhere in a car. There’s just a completely different idea of childhood 
there and it’s quite difficult. 

 

Staff at High Green emphasised the use of outside space in every aspect of children’s play. 

When outdoor play was impossible, they tried to bring the outside inside, even, on one occasion, 

to the extent of bringing in the rain: 

 

[The children] were looking outside one day and they didn’t want to go outside and play 
in the rain… and I said, ‘I wonder what we could do? I wonder if we could take the rain 
indoors? How could we do that?’ And we were all having this big discussion… So we 
all went and put the all-in-one suits on and wellies and we filled the big black box with 
water and we had the watering cans and they were all inside [the big black box] pouring 
water over each other! (Carol, staff member, High Green). 

 

Such opportunities, as described by High Green adult participants, were perceived to be easier to 

create in rural areas but were regarded by all participants as important. However, constraints on 

such opportunities were perceived to emanate from modern living and adult worries about the 

dangers children might face. There was an apparent lack of confidence felt by adults in the 

children’s ability to stay safe. 

 

Independence and concerns for children’s safety 

 

Fears about children’s safety have had a significant impact on children’s play, according to the 

perspectives of adult participants. Being able to see children when they were playing appeared to 

be of particular importance. Doris, a parent from Midtown expressed her own fears about losing 

sight of her children: 

 
If I can see them, as long as I can see them. If they’re out of sight and I can’t see what 
they’re doing, I don’t like that. 

 

Parents reported that even very young children had access to mobile phones so that parents felt 

able to keep in contact. Naomi from Eastlands explained: 
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I can see mine in my street. I’m in a cul de sac. I can see them all the time. They dinnae 
really go where you can’t see them. They’ve got a mobile so I’m alright that way. 

 

The adult perception of the necessity for their increased presence in the child’s world today was 

explained primarily in terms of perceived dangers facing children. These were dangers presented 

by public places, whether the source of these was traffic on the roads or other physical dangers, 

or nameless adults with possible malicious intent, as the following exchange between staff at 

High Green amply demonstrated: 

 

Anna: It’s down to parental fears. There’s more vehicles on the road and the street. We 
used to play on the street… There’s more parents worried about things like children 
being mugged because there’s more drug addicts on the street. There’s more dangers, or 
perceived dangers… 
Linda: I don’t know if there’s more of these problems around now than there was when I 
was a child but, certainly, everyone seems to think there are. 
Sandra: I think there was different labels back then. Things happened… but it was 
disguised. There wasn’t names for it back then…There wasn’t the fear factor with it 
really. 
Linda: Because it’s publicised you’re more aware of it and the thought that that could 
even remotely happen to your child is so horrific that you don’t want to put your child in 
the position that that could happen. 
Anna: We were all left to our own devices half the time and hopefully came out [pause]. 
It didn’t happen to us, so then you’ve got to think, ‘Is it right to shelter them so much?’ 

 

The role of the adult for most participants was first and foremost perceived to be one of 

protection and keeping children safe from harm, even accepting the impact this had on their 

development and yet, as Doris, a parent from Midtown acknowledged: 

 
It’s ironic because the danger’s probably the same as it always was but you hear about it 
because of the media. You didn’t have it in your head before. 

 

The role of the media in creating such fear amongst adults about children’s safety, particularly 

from other adults with possible malicious intent, was starkly demonstrated by a story told by Ivy, 

another parent, as she talked with Doris: 

 
There was one thing on the media that was asking if you knew how many [paedophiles] 
were in your area and it was a big dot [for her area]. It was terrifying. They’re all round 
about…I’m saying to my daughter, ‘You can go to someone’s house but the minute you 
get there, you phone me on your phone,’ and I know how long it should take for her to 
get there. 
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The preoccupation with protecting children from perceived danger was not, however, universally 

shared. Irene, a parent also from Midtown Nursery, had a different perspective. She placed a 

higher value on the experience she could provide for her children and accepted a level of risk 

alongside that, though she was not talking of a risk from paedophiles: 

 

We were climbing up this hill thing with rocks and grass on it and I was encouraging 
them up and they were having to scramble and trying, and it was good, and he’s 
[husband] down there shouting at me, ‘Get them down! What are you doing?’ I’m 
thinking, ‘What’s the worst thing…? They’ll fall and then what? They’ll get a cuddle 
and be alright.’ 

 

Irene was in the minority, however. For others, the responsibility of keeping children safe 

weighed very heavily and caused continual inner conflict. Emily from High Green explained her 

struggle: 

 
… across the road from us we’ve got a river and the old men next door have all told us 
how their kids all played in the river, and I sit and think, ‘Oh my God, there’s no way 
they [her children] can play in the river,’ and then I think, ‘Well, why not? As long as I 
can see them and it’s not in spate, then why can’t they go and play in that river, when 
generations before have played in that river?’ But there’s still that bit of me that’s going, 
‘Oh, I don’t know! Oh, I don’t know!’… I think I’m going to have to consciously look 
away or something in order that they can go and play in the river one day. 

 

This dilemma was played out many times by adult participants. They were aware of the 

constrictions they placed on children’s freedom of movement and the impact this may have had 

on their opportunities to develop independence; however, they reported feeling largely unable to 

overcome these. With the odd exception of people like Irene of Midtown or Gwen of High 

Green, who believed in children experiencing ‘a little bit of anarchy’, entering into a different 

kind of relationship with children, where the emphasis was on support, trust and building an 

independent sense of self, seemed inordinately difficult.  

 

Wider concerns about threats to children’s safety appeared to be too overwhelming for most 

participants to be able to consider allowing children to experience the kind of freedoms they 

recalled experiencing in their own childhoods. These threats were regarded as coming from 

outside the family, from society at large, and participants appeared to have no sense of any 

capacity to influence the wider dangers they perceived their children face.  
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It is encouraging then that, although the opportunities may not be the same, children, as I have 

already discussed, still report many ways in which they exercise freedom, weigh up risks and 

make choices which allow them to develop self-confidence and a belief in their own abilities and 

agency as competent  decision makers.  

 

Independence and the effects of the drive indoors 

 

Almost all of adult recalled activities took place outdoors and most often in public places such as 

streets, parks, pavements, wastelands, woods and streams. Adult participants did not question the 

rights they had as children to make a claim on these public spaces for themselves. Neither did 

they give any indication that their own parents were unaware of or disapproved of their use of 

these spaces, though they may not have approved of the actual  activities engaged in.  

 

For many adult participants this was in stark contrast to perceptions about where children today 

were entitled or expected to be and the concerns they had about the forcing of children indoors, 

especially where this resulted in greater use of computers and technology. A member of strategic 

staff from Eastlands authority summed it up: 

 
Modern… conditions have driven children inside where they have less physical activity, 
are more home based, have a narrower range of relationships and become bored (Lena, 
Eastlands Authority). 
 

There was a generalised concern amongst adults that the impetus for children to live their lives 

indoors was having a detrimental effect on their abilities to form social relationships with their 

peers. Many participants shared a distrust of children’s use of computers and were yet to be 

convinced of their value for children’s abilities to form relationships and negotiate with their 

peers. They saw their use as a poor replacement for use of outside spaces. Elaine an Early Years 

Worker from Midtown Nursery, articulated a view shared by many adult participants: 

 

I don’t like the fact that a child’s sitting in their bedroom, completely on their own, 
when they should be with other people. I don’t like the fact that they can speak to other 
people [using technology] and I don’t know who they’re speaking to and what they’re 
speaking about. It’s such a solitary thing, so lonely. 
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Not all participants felt computer use was inherently a bad idea however. Kara, a staff member 

from the same nursery, talked about her own children’s use: 

 

There’s three of them [children from her son’s school] that link up together [on the 
computer] and, during the winter, I’m quite happy to go with it and he’s still limited to 
time, but basically, when the Easter holidays hit and the lighter nights, he’s out when he 
comes home from school.   

 

Even so, there was general agreement that the contraction of children’s use of outside space, 

taken along with a perceived adult rejection of children’s claim to be there, and a resulting 

greater use of technology for pursuing social relationships indoors, was detrimental to children’s 

development of an independent sense of self. 

 

Competence, responsibility and risk taking  

 

For staff, the professional responsibility in relation to managing risk was accepted as one of 

adult risk assessment prior to engaging with children in any activity. However, there was also 

recognition that the imperative to carry out risk assessment was potentially to the detriment of 

what were regarded as developmentally important play opportunities for children. The following 

exchange about taking risks and risk assessment, which took place at a feedback workshop with 

strategic staff in the Eastlands authority, after completion of the main data gathering, illustrated 

the point: 

 
Pauline: I think sometimes, for staff, and I’m only talking about my staff, I hear the 
intake of breath, ‘… and we’re going down to the beach to walk along…Urrgh, water! 
We need permission.’ 
Amelia: You’re allowed to walk along the beach. You’re just not allowed to go in the 
water. 
Pauline: But staff will say, ‘But it’s near water…’ and I’m thinking, ‘Well no, we’re 
allowed…’ 
Amelia: It’s actually silly. 
Clare: The spontaneity of doing things has gone because you need to have so much 
paperwork. 
 Amelia: But sometimes I think we… Sometimes the policy isn’t as tight as you think it 
is and it’s years of interpreting it in a different way that people are more frightened to do 
things than are actually in the policy. 
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What is interesting is that any collaborative relationship between the adult and the child in co-

creating experience in nurseries was not generally perceived by staff to extend to formal risk 

assessment. The child’s own agency in such situations was largely unrecognised by adults, as it 

is in the Framework document itself, despite the importance attached by both to children gaining 

opportunities for independent action to build self-confidence. It was not perceived as the child’s 

place to share the responsibility of, first of all, establishing the level of risk and then deciding on 

what was an appropriate course of action as a result. The adult, in seeing a primary responsibility 

to protect, was inevitably discounting the child’s ability to decide for and protect herself. As a 

member of strategic staff from Westlands authority argued: 

 

How does the child begin to identify what he can or cannot do in terms of determining 
danger if he is not allowed to contemplate doing it? Children are not allowed to be 
responsible for what might happen, both emotionally and physically, because they find 
themselves subject to an adult decision which says it is too dangerous. They are not 
allowed to experiment (Ruby, Westlands Authority).  

 

Even where staff would wish to take a different course they acknowledged that parents may have 

a contrary view; one influenced by media reaction where children have been in risky situations. 

A member of strategic staff from Eastlands observed: 

 

Convincing parents that risk taking is part of learning and achieving responsibility is 
hard in the climate of fear some parents live in (Sonia, Eastlands Authority). 

 

The recent development of outdoor nurseries, or nature kindergartens, and forest schools offers 

opportunities for children to use their agency and develop their independence through taking 

responsibility for the safety of their relationship with their environment. The underpinning 

philosophy recognises the need to challenge children and increase their self-reliance and 

decision making capacity and is both encouraged and explicitly referred to in the Scottish 

Government’s Framework document. Forest schools represent a challenge to adults to change 

the emphasis of their relationships with children, from one of protection to one of facilitation, 

engaging in joint assessment and decision making, building independence and inner confidence 

through success in doing.   
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Although such initiatives are currently only on the very fringes of early years provision, I 

witnessed, on many occasions, children  at Midtown Nursery having free access to the mature 

trees in the outdoor garden: 

 

 
 

 They took great delight in climbing these trees, very often without any adult in the immediate 

vicinity to help them if they made a wrong assessment of their capabilities. There was usually a 

small group of children involved in this activity at any one time, though not always, and the 

children would collaborate with each other in working out how to get up or down. It was a 

Senior Early Years Worker from another nursery, Eastlands, who explained the psychology of 

staff keeping their distance in such situations. Mary said: 

 

I remember a teacher years ago saying to me once, about the climbing frame, ‘If you 
stand near the climbing frame they’re more likely to fall,’ and I said, ‘What?’ She says, 
‘If you stand near them they’ll go higher or do something because they are relying on 
you to catch them. Whereas, if you step back, they have to rely on themselves and their 
friends and they’ll only go as far as they feel safe.’ 

 

Children have a level of competency and an ability to assess risk and manage their own safety, 

which adults in my research appeared to find very hard to recognise or take account of in their 

continuing perception of themselves as protectors. The impact was a continuing perception of 

children as incompetent and dependent on that protection.  

 

Summary: An independent life, competence and power 

 
From the views of adult participants, not only were children denied the power to be the ultimate 

decision makers in keeping themselves safe but adults, too, considered themselves as having 

limited powers to act independently. Parents reported feeling constrained by perceptions of 
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danger perpetrated by the media. Staff perceived limitations to their role, which they regarded as 

bound by the power of public opinion, alongside legislative and policy and procedure 

imperatives concerned with the safety and protection of children. 

 

Despite many instances from children themselves of ways in which they demonstrated their 

competence and their ability to manage themselves and their lives effectively, children were 

largely considered by adults as passive. They were the recipients of interventions from adults, 

rather than competent agents in decisions affecting their own lives.  

 

The Scottish Government aspires to build children’s capacity to manage themselves, including 

assessing and managing risk. The construction of a response to that aspiration requires following 

through on its commitment to Article 12 of the UNCRC. The ideas and views of the child must 

be at the very centre of responses to risk management. Yet the link is not made in the 

Framework document between a commitment to children’s rights, a corresponding commitment 

to supporting and encouraging children to use their own agency in building childhood 

experiences, and a belief in their competence and powers to do so. The Scottish Government 

appears not to recognise how such opportunities for children are a prerequisite to the 

development of their capacity to self-manage and to negotiate around their own lives, both with 

their peers and with adults around them. 

 

Adult participants in my research, in contrast, made that link very extensively in relation to 

recollections of their own childhoods. However, they reported feeling powerless to turn what 

was an abstract realisation for today’s children into real opportunity because of wider concerns 

and fears about social problems and perceptions about the priorities of modern society over 

which they felt they had no control. These were very closely allied to the sorts of fears and 

concerns already explored in relation to earlier themes in chapter seven. The Scottish 

Government in the Framework document, as in the first two themes, again shows no signs of 

account having been taken of these wider concerns in the objectives it sets in relation to this key 

area of childhood.    
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8.2 Children, their Imaginations and the Development of Self-image: Theme Four 

 

The last narrative theme of my research looks to the Scottish Government’s Early Years 

Framework document and brings together its perceptions and ideas with those of my research 

participants in relation to the development of a child’s image of herself through play and her 

imagination. It considers these alongside the potential influences on her play, and ultimately, the 

impact  of wider social and economic priorities on her development of her sense of self.  

 

The Scottish Government, in its Framework document, makes clear its commitment to children’s 

play and is explicit about its understanding of the relationship between play and learning: 

 

Play is central to how children learn... It is a fundamental part of children’s quality of 
life (p19). 

 

Opportunities for play, both indoors and outdoors, are accepted as key to children becoming 

‘successful learners’ (Curriculum for Excellence, 2007). The link between children’s play and 

their general well-being is also acknowledged, as is the collaborative nature of the relationship 

between parents, communities and staff, in maximising opportunities for play: 

 

We need to ensure that parents, communities and professionals recognise the value and 
long term benefits of play and to promote how critical play [is]…for children’s 
development. This is true not just in terms of physical health but also in terms of 
developing resilience and mental well-being (Early Years Framework, Part 2, p29). 

 

Communities, particularly, are looked to, to ‘accept the benefits of play for children and 

encourage play’ (p12). There is also an acceptance that children themselves will have a view 

about play experiences and how they want to develop these according to their own interests: 

  

We need to recognise children’s own aspirations for play, not what adults think they 
should be doing, and to recognise that play takes many forms, not just play parks (p29).  

 

At the level of aspiration, the agency of children is recognised in the Framework document, as is 

the multi-faceted nature of play itself. However, the aspiration appears not to be subsequently 

reflected in the key objectives. There is no mention of, or commitment to a co-construction with 

children themselves of the play environment, or the experiences to be contained within it. In 
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addition, when the Framework document sets out priorities and objectives for children’s play, 

they almost exclusively refer to the development of play which is physical in nature: 

 
… strengthening protection for existing open space and ensuring future needs of 
communities are planned for (p20). 
 

They express an enthusiasm for ideas such as nature kindergartens, as has already been 

discussed earlier in this chapter: 

 

… nurseries and schools supporting outdoor learning and outdoor play. Trying out 
innovative approaches such as nature kindergartens… (p26). 

 

The only objective associated with play related activities which is not connected to the 

development of outdoor play opportunities refers to the link with children becoming ‘successful 

learners’: 

 

Through Curriculum for Excellence, the Scottish Government and local partners will 
continue to promote play-based learning, including in early primary (p26).  

 

There are no objectives contained within the Framework which prioritise the development of 

collaborative play experiences with other children and with adults, particularly parents. Equally, 

there are no objectives which recognise the relationship between imaginative play and the 

development of self-image into adulthood. 

 
Adult participants were very aware of the importance of play in the lives of young children. In 

the introductory word exercise carried out with adult participants the word play was prominent, 

alongside the words happy, fun, social, stimulated, exploration and exciting. All were linked 

together in recognition of the importance to children’s learning and development of experiencing 

a full range of play activities. 

 

Many stories have already been told in this and the last chapter which illustrate the ways in 

which adult participants recalled using their imaginations very actively in their own play as 

children, and their understanding of its importance to the development of a sense of self. They 

recalled childhoods where play involved reliance predominantly on the physical environment 

and natural materials, as Linda from High Green remembered: 
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I was allowed out to play and got filthy. I was in the dirt. I had spoons, you name it… 
To this day I love dirt. I love sawdust. I love wood. I love the elements, ‘cos I was just 
thrown with wood curls and we played with it. 

 

For Joy at Eastlands it was the collaborative nature of such play experiences she valued: 

 

We used to go make bonfires ourselves, go back home at night and say to my mum, 
‘Been at a bonfire.’ She’d know because we were stinking! ... We used to get tin cans 
with a hoop and twirl them round, but nobody got burned. Now was that luck or…? 

 

Marion’s memories, an Early Years Worker from Westlands, were very similar: 

 

You played all day with three planks of wood and a bucket. Making dens. Making 
swings with bits of rope and old tyres. Making perfume. Racing worms. Dressing up that 
doesn’t come out of a shop. To be able to invent their own things. To be allowed to do it. 

 

For Anna, from High Green, these sorts of opportunities for play represented what childhood 

should be about: 

 

I could be whoever I wanted to be. I could make whatever I wanted to make…The one 
time in your life when you can do and be anything you blooming well want. You can go 
to Mars. You can go to the moon. How fantastic is that?!! 

 

Adult participants recalled much less availability of commercially produced playthings and 

greater use of second hand. Anna also remembers: 

 

You didn’t have expensive things. You played with bits of left overs… and it could be 
anything, and it was great because your imagination took over… I had the best pram 
out! ... It was a tin, bashed in thing that was a hand me down, but I thought it was 
brilliant… 

 

Playthings were also shared across neighbourhoods to play with as Sandra, also from High 

Green, remembered: 

 

My dad was quite handy so he made things. I can remember him making us a cot for a 
doll we got one Christmas… My granddad would make things and then all the street 
would play with them. Likewise, their parents would make things… So, between us we 
had all sorts to play with but it didn’t cost the earth to give it to us. 
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Children today, despite increased access to commercially produced playthings, were also 

recognised as gaining significantly from playing with natural elements. Gwen, a parent who 

believed strongly in her twin boys of four having opportunities to play outside independently, 

said: 

 

At the weekend the boys just love getting out in the sand and getting the hose on and I 
just have to accept that there’ll be a huge pile of washing at the end of it but they’ve had 
a massive amount of fun and everybody’s wet and the dog’s wet and I’m usually 
standing in the kitchen keeping out of the way!  
 

Her view was shared by Lily, from High Green, who was grateful for the opportunities her 

children had to play using the natural world around them: 

 
I want them to be wee boys… one of them’s got a den down in the trees and another’s 
got a bunker he made out of grass and we’ve got some scrim net… I don’t want them to 
become old before their time.  

 

Outside play opportunities offer considerable scope for the use of imagination in the 

development of self-awareness, when children are more reliant on their own inner resources. 

However, as earlier illustrated, the perception amongst participants is that such experiences are 

diminishing. Yet toys are also seen as having value. Naomi, a parent from Eastlands, believed 

that they play a significant role in supporting children’s need for stimulation: 

 

See toys. I think toys keep bairns active ‘cos they’re always daein’ something. They 
maybe have one toy or they might have twenty toys, they’re always chopping and 
changing and wanting to do different things. They’re always keeping them on the go. 

 

Rita from High Green saw that playing with toys could be complementary to playing with more 

natural materials and may achieve the same ends in terms of children’s learning and 

development, especially of their social relationships: 

 

When they’re playing ‘Sing Star’ [a child’s version of karaoke] or they’re doing the Wii 
and they’re all playing together that is them doing what we did outside, with their 
friends. They’re still interacting… I’m not saying it’s the same quality of interaction, but 
it’s a form of interaction. Have we evolved? … Is it a bad thing? I don’t know.  
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It is already clear that most adult participants considered that play experiences for children had 

changed from their own recalled childhood experiences. However, not all adult considered that 

times of children playing with gathered together collections of natural materials and junk had 

vanished. As Debbie, a parent of a baby from Eastlands, pointed out: 

 

Struan would rather play with boxes and things like that… The toilet roll tube. He puts 
stuff down the toilet pan. He put my sister’s mobile doon the toilet pan the other week! 
When they’re babies I think they do play with boxes and wrappers and things.  
 

I certainly witnessed the enthusiastic use of heuristic play, especially in baby rooms, with the use 

of treasure baskets prominent in two of the nurseries I visited.  

 

Commercial influences on imagination and image 
 
There was a clear view amongst adult participants that commercially produced toys often dictate 

certain forms of play which were perceived to be increasingly replacing more traditional and 

imaginative forms of children’s play. Although adult participants did not generally think 

commercially produced play materials and equipment were, of themselves, detrimental, they 

were concerned about their impact on the balance of play experiences.  

 
There are very, very few examples from photographs and stories of children developing play 

with found objects and using their rich imaginations to create worlds for themselves which offer 

them the kind of play experiences so often referred to by adult participants from their own 

childhoods. One of the very few was from Callum, of High Green who had turned a vacuum 

cleaner into a fire extinguisher as he pretended to be a fireman: 

 

 
 

I’m petending a hoover is being a fire extinguisher. That was my idea! 
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And from Lucy who was playing with a snow shovel with her sister pretending it was a sledge: 

 

 
 

Zoe, from Midtown, enjoyed just blowing bubbles and watching them sink through the air. What 

was going on in her imagination as she did so? She didn’t say…  

 

 
 

Almost all photographs taken of children playing illustrate a world of play which is dominated 

by commercially produced toys and equipment. Children’s photographs of their bedrooms were 

testament to the considerable impact of commercial interest, marketing and advertising on the 

play worlds of young children: 
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There were many, many examples of toys and even clothes from photographs which were linked 

to brands or other products such as popular films or TV series. Children are encouraged to 

believe they can, like Daniel from Eastlands, become Buzz Lightyear from Toy Story if they just 

have the T shirt, ‘I’m Buzz Lightyear!’ 

 

 
 

Abigail from Westlands, referring to her brother’s Scooby Doo bed cover, wanted to have a 

Hello Kitty bedroom like her friend: 

 

 
 

I’ve got Hello Kitty on my bed. My favourite toy is Hello Kitty DS [pause]. See my 
friend; she’s got a Hello Kitty bedroom! I’d like a bedroom like that [pause] and a living 
room covered in dogs maybe. 

 

Abigail made no distinction between the commercially manufactured character cat and the 

entirely natural species of dogs.  She appeared unaware of the commercial manipulation. 

 

Lucy from High Green had so many toys that she required an additional play space to 

accommodate them all: 
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This isn’t my bedroom. It’s my downstairs room. That’s my playroom. 
 

She also had a back garden which was full of various large pieces of play equipment alongside a 

menagerie of animals: 

 

 
 

We had two swings but one is broken so we had to take it down. There’s a trampoline 
over there somewhere. That’s my sand pit that my Nanny gave me. That’s where my 
bunnies live. There’s hens in the shed… and there’s my duck pond. 

 

An exchange with Tyler from Midtown nursery illustrated the fear that many adult participants 

hold that children were being targeted as consumers: 

 

Me: You’ve got a housecoat have you? 
Tyler: Thomas. 
Me: Another Thomas! [He has already described several things he has with Thomas the 
Tank Engine motifs on them]. I think you must like Thomas the Tank Engine [He nods]. 
Have you got Thomas the Tank Engine books too? 
Tyler: Eh… one. One Christmas one. 
Me: A Christmas Thomas the Tank Engine book. 
Tyler: No two! Two Thomas the Tank Engine books 

 

Tyler was fascinated by TV and was able to talk lengthily about fictional characters he knew 

from the programmes. Almost all his photographs were of his TV showing different CBeebies 

programmes: 
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For Tyler and also for Lewis and Callum in High Green, and Daniel from Eastlands, the 

character of Thomas the Tank Engine had a particular fascination: 

 

 
 

It would be easy to conclude from these photos that children’s experiences of childhood were 

being commodified by commercial interests and it is difficult to escape that conclusion. 

However, children, when talking about their photographs and the play experiences derived from 

these toys and equipment, gave a much more complex picture, and attached a value to the 

experiences which was usually unconnected to commerce or advertising. They illustrated a 

richness and range of imaginative experience which perhaps adult participants did not give 

sufficient prominence to. 

 

For Freya, what was important was not that she had a castle from a particular Disney film in her 

bedroom but that she had a castle at all as her eyes lit up and she said, ‘Castle in my bedroom!’ 
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Similarly, her joy in the duvet cover on her bed was related just to the fact that it was her bed in 

her space and she knew the sounds which the animals on it made: 

 

 
 

My bed in Freya’s house. Meh. Moo. Oink. Oink. 
 

She was taking joy in recognising her own space and in beginning to know the world around her. 

 

For many children, the importance of their activities came from the relationships they illustrated, 

rather than from any association with marketing and advertising. Lewis from Eastlands, painted 

characters from children’s TV series, Clifford and Bob the Builder, but, for him it was the fact 

that he did it with his father which he attached value to and which he wanted to talk about: 

 

 
Daddy and me helped paint this picture. 
 

Caitlin, from Westlands, showed me a photo of her with a ‘Dorothy’ costume on from the 
Wizard of Oz: 
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Her imagination had been caught by a TV series to find a singer to star in a new West End 

production of the story. Her whole perspective on this activity was dominated however, by the 

fact that her experience of this competition was shared with her mother. She sat down to watch it 

with her every week: 

 
 

I’m watching the Dorothy show with mummy… Sophie’s my favourite. I want her to 
win because she’s nice and she’s a good singer and she looks like a Dorothy.  

 

For her, a key part of the experience was the sharing of it with her mother and it was obvious 

from the photo that the physical and emotional connection was important. 

The benefits of all these activities involving commercially produced toys were well illustrated by 

the stories told by children. They were very similar benefits to those described by adult 

participants from their own childhoods. 

 

There was no doubt, however, that most children considered it was important to have the right 

kind of snakes and ladders, or to have books or soft toys about the right TV characters, or to 

have a pink playhouse in the garden as compared to a home-made den… There appeared to be 

an absolute requirement, almost, for a garden, no matter how small, to contain a trampoline: 
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The importance of branding appears indeed to have entered into the play world of the child and 

this has inevitably led to an increased emphasis on acquisition and a materialism associated with 

children’s play which places pressure on parents. As Marion, an Early Years Worker from 

Westlands put it: 

 

 …it’s a natural thing. You want them to have … But… where do you draw the line? It’s 
very difficult to have principles and maintain them when other people come in and put 
pressure on for you to bend those principles… You try not to give in but there’s times 
when you think, ‘Am I going to have to?’ 

 

Meg, a member of strategic staff from Eastlands authority echoed this: 
 

Parents are under pressure to buy into aspirational lifestyles for themselves and their 
children so their children won’t be left out. It is hard for parents not to be swept along 
with all the pressure to achieve and acquire. 

 

There are obvious links here with the first and second of the narrative themes around a perceived 

pressure on parents for material wealth to support a certain lifestyle. The impact this has on 

family and community life, through the need for parents to work to pay for it, has already been 

explored but a strategic member of staff from Westlands authority summed up the general view 

of adult participants: 

 

Being a good parent shouldn’t be associated with the spending of money. Our ideal 
childhood is not linked to wealth… The needs of children and the things which lie 
behind the bringing up of children are very different from the priorities for a full and 
active economy. The perspectives of policy associated with early years, and that 
associated with poverty are very different (Pamela, Westlands Authority). 

 

The dis-connect at the heart of Scottish Government social and economic policy seems apparent. 
 
 
The impact of the media and technology on imagination and image  

 

The influence of the media on both adults’ and children’s perceptions of what play is, how to 

play and what to play with was generally regarded as malign by adult participants. Adults did 

not simply express concern about the commodification of childhood and the intrusion of the 

world of commerce into children’s imaginative play. They were also generally deeply concerned 

about a perceived link between what they saw as a drive to prematurely sexualise children and 
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the impact on children’s abilities to engage in play activities because of concerns about their 

appearance and their sense of who they were. 

 
For Jamie, an Early Years Worker at Eastlands, the concern about media intrusion was a 
fundamental one associated with image, especially for girls: 
 

I think we are desensitising children and it’s a bit about image [pause]. They are 
bombarded with images [pause] lots of make-up, and you think [pause]. The problem is 
that kids are expected to grow up far too fast these days. Let them have a childhood. 

 

The concern reached to children of a very young age. Rita from High Green recalled her 

unthinking purchase of a piece of clothing for her four year old: 

 

My four year old wanted a bra! Then I’m in Tesco buying it, for a four year old! It was 
just like a wee crop top thing. She was playing at being mummy. She’s not thinking… 
but you know, like an idiot, I’m buying it. 

 

Fern, an Early Years Worker from Westlands who described a child coming to nursery wearing 

clothes which she perceived to be sexualising for the child reinforced her story. She did not 

blame the parents, however, but the media for promoting the style of clothes to both children and 

parents: 

 

… you know, off the shoulder and wee mini skirts, but then that’s the shops and the 
media… The parents think they must be alright. Bras for seven year olds… There’s 
always been bikinis but now there’s padded ones. It’s over sexualising them. They are 
growing up too fast and they’re not ready to deal with it…Too much too soon. 

 

The concern most often stemmed from the impact which children’s preoccupation with what 

they are wearing had on their ability to become involved with play activities.  Penny, also an 

Early Years Worker from Westlands, explained this concern:  

 

Children can put a price on their clothes and know which brand of clothes they’re 
wearing. They are… concerned for their clothes... They are telling you they can’t do that 
because they’ll get their Lelli Kelly shoes dirty, so they are missing out on that whole 
experience… It can make them anxious… There was wee Abigail who got a wee blue 
mark on her dress yesterday and she spent ages at the sink… 

 

The impact of such media influences on children’s self-awareness and on the development of 

their imaginations through play was perceived negatively. TV and video games in particular 



 
 

218 

were regarded by some as detrimental, offering children a media view of the world which they 

considered worked against perceptions of childhood innocence and protection from the adult 

world.  Marion, a colleague from Westlands, talked of a child from the nursery with particular 

behavioural problems, the source of which she felt could be traced to his access to TV and video 

games: 

 

We had a child who had a 44” screen in his bedroom. He was having nightmares. The 
TV was above his bed [and] piles of DVDs and all the games consoles you can think 
of… The parents are saying he’s having nightmares. Well, what’s he watching? He’s 
playing these games… Some of the programmes they tell you that they watch. It’s 
shocking that a parent would allow… TVs are on constantly. They don’t know what 
they’re watching. Even babies, they have their own channel!   

 

CBeebies was perceived negatively by several adult participants, particularly staff, as 

contributing to a creeping insularity in society and having a stunting effect on children’s 

imaginations and on their communication abilities. Mary, a Senior Early Years Worker from 

Eastlands, expressed those concerns: 

 

CBeebies is awful. I hate CBeebies. I think society generally is very insular. People walk 
about with earphones. Kids are on computers. Mobile phones as well… The children who 
come here, how many of them have TV games in their bedrooms or they’re going to get telly 
in their rooms for Christmas? And you think… ! 
 

For Mary and other adult participants, technology has not been an uncomplicatedly positive 

addition to play experiences in early childhood. However, not all adult participants agreed.  Rita, 

the Early Years Manager from High Green believed, with use regulated by parents, computers in 

particular could be a positive influence and their use could be balanced by other things: 

 

As long as you’re offering a bit of other stuff… My boy will go on the computer or the DS 
for like hours, but he is equally happy to come with me and his dad trail building at the 
track, making trails for mountain biking, which costs nothing to do, but he equally enjoys 
that. 

 

Rita did not see that technology per se was the problem. For her, it was about how the adult 

interacted with the child to ensure that the child’s use of the technology was balanced with other 

kinds of play activity which offered different experiences. Her view was in the minority 

however. For most adult participants, technology, in all its forms, was viewed as a threat to the 
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kinds of childhood play experiences which they valued; this despite the acknowledged 

encroachment into children’s lives, as several of the photographs from children demonstrated: 

 

 
 
 
 
Staff roles and responsibilities in imaginative play 
 

There were many, many examples of play activities taking place whilst I was present in each of 

the nurseries which were uncomplicated by any commercial or media interests in promoting any 

particular kind of play or any image of childhood for children: 
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The responsibility of staff to provide appropriate play experiences and to use play as the vehicle 

for learning was, for all staff, taken for granted as being central to the role. Rosie, an Early Years  

Worker from Midtown, explained her role without mentioning the word ‘play’ once: 

 

It’s to be there for them and support their learning and also for caring for them and their 
development. They’re absolutely my number one priority…I have to be considering all 
the things that are in place that I have to follow – rules and regulations. I need to make 
sure that it’s a good environment for children to be in, that I’m receptive to them, listen 
to them and just enjoy being with them and having fun with them. 

 

Rosie also explained the rewards for her and the children in taking these responsibilities forward, 

especially as they affected her relationships with children: 

 

Sometimes you feel like a superstar! It’s ridiculous. .. I don’t often have a day where I’m 
not laughing out loud with the children… There’s daily things. There’s a wee girl in my 
group whose learning is slightly delayed. The other day she said ‘dinosaur’ perfectly and 
she had drawn this thing that was unmistakeably a dinosaur. What an achievement for 
her! … and the praise I gave her and… Mum came back the next day and said it was on 
the fridge… That means the world. That’s something special… 
 

For three out of the four nurseries, children themselves play an active role in the planning of play 

activities, using such vehicles as ‘documentation’ and ‘learning groups’ in Midtown and ‘group 

time’ and ‘learning stories’ in Westlands. Children at High Green take a full part in the 

curriculum. Activities spring up spontaneously throughout play sessions which staff members 

themselves play an enthusiastic part in. On one occasion, whilst I was present, the playroom was 

suddenly turned over to an indoor obstacle course involving all the children, because the idea 

had sprung up in conversation with one child and the other children took up the idea: 
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Children at Eastlands each have a very individual plan which, because of the generally complex 

nature of their lives and family circumstances, is one that is planned without their direct 

involvement but very much with their perceived interests at the centre of it.  
  

Play activities in all cases are also developed with the underpinning requirements of Curriculum 

for Excellence. These are, themselves, flexible and designed to both accommodate and 

encourage the full range of play experiences at the Early Stage. However, despite the safeguards 

built into the role of staff, there is no clear responsibility to ensure that play is not unduly 

influenced by commercial concerns or that children benefit particularly from play with natural or 

found objects. Whether this happens, as it does to a considerable degree in both Westlands and 

High Green Nurseries, is very much dependent on the individual interests of particular staff 

themselves. 

 

Summary: Children, their imaginations and the development of self-image 

 

Over all, adult participants considered children’s play experiences today to be qualitatively 

different from their own remembered experiences, most particularly because they perceived 

them to be affected by powerful influences from the media and commercial concerns which were 

not present to the same degree during their own childhoods.  They perceived these influences to 

have narrowed children’s play experiences to a point of threatening children’s development, 

particularly in relation to their imaginations and their sense of themselves as children. They 

considered children unduly influenced in their choices, both of play activity and of clothes they 

wear, by commercial pressure, using the media as its vehicle. Adult participants generally felt 

unable to stand in the way of what they perceived to be a commercial juggernaut, because of 

what they believed to be an extremely powerful alliance between commerce and the media.  

 

Despite adult concerns, children themselves reported a rich and wide range of play activity 

though it was undeniably influenced by the prominence in the media of particular types and 

brands of playthings.  

 

As with the three preceding narrative themes which have emerged from my study, the issues 

which preoccupied adult participants were concerned with the impact on childhood of social and 
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economic trends which are currently beyond the scope of the Early Years Framework and yet 

which threaten its success at a fundamental level. 

 

An exploration of the capacity for staff and parents to form alliances, designed to counter 

perceived influence from the media and big business concerns, may offer a way forward. 

However, my data offer little evidence that staff and parents felt they had that capacity. Staff, in 

particular, felt they did not have the responsibility, and parents felt beleaguered by media and 

commercial pressure. 

 

However, feedback sessions with strategic staff in each authority did bring forward the idea that 

staff had a responsibility to help children towards a better understanding of the richness of the 

natural world around them as a play resource, leading to discussions about the importance of 

outdoor play and the potential for developing a particular role for staff in relation to outdoor 

play. The many stories from High Green used throughout these last two narrative themes 

illustrate the value of this type of approach and the support for it from both parents and staff. 

  

My critique of the Early Years Framework document indicates an acknowledgement of the 

importance of play by the Scottish Government and a commitment to the advancement of play 

experiences for young children. This is carried through in relation to a series of commitments to 

the development of outdoor play, in particular. The commitment to the development of other 

forms of play and to the development of these in collaboration with both parents and children 

themselves is, however, largely absent in the document.  

 

The Scottish Government also fails to address in the Framework the kinds of pressures from big 

business and the media which both parents and staff reported, and which they felt impacted so 

heavily and to such detriment on children’s opportunities to develop and learn through play. This 

is the very same failing which the earlier narrative themes from my research  indicate. 

 

The failure to take account of perceived wider influences on childhood, and the negative impact 

they can have on the ability of families and their communities and staff to support early 

childhood experiences, is ultimately damaging to the chances of success for the key objectives 

within the Framework document itself, as is the failure to follow through on commitments to 

allowing children to be active agents in the construction of their own childhoods. The issues this 
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presents, particularly for staff roles and responsibilities, will be discussed further in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 9 Discussion  
 
Introduction 
 

In this chapter I will discuss the interplay between the theory reviewed at the start of this thesis 

and my findings in the context of my three research questions: 

 

1. What ideas of early childhood are expressed by the Scottish Government in its key 

policy document, the Early Years Framework? 

 

2. How congruent are these ideas of early childhood with those expressed by people 

working within and using early years services in Scotland? 

 
3. How are these ideas of early childhood and the Framework’s objectives relating to staff 

roles and responsibilities then reflected in working arrangements and the experiences of 

staff, parents and children in early years settings? 

 

Having established with research participants four narrative themes from my fieldwork, each of 

which concerns itself with  already identified areas of childhood experience, I intend to use them 

as the vehicle by which to focus my answers.  

 

I will use them as a way of interrogating the ideas of childhood which lie within the Scottish 

Government’s policy document, the Early Years Framework, to find an answer to my first 

question, and then move into a discussion of the theory and the findings around each theme in 

turn as a way of establishing answers to the other two questions. Ultimately, the intention is to 

explore the essential interconnectedness of key concepts around childhood and policy and 

practice for children, families and staff in their experiences of using and working in early years 

services in Scotland.  

 

I am including in this discussion additional views from strategic staff with whom I reveiwed 

findings and who continued to co-construct the narrative with me once the data collection and 

initial analysis phases were complete.  
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9.1 The Policy Context for Early Years in Scotland 
 

The shape of public policy is reflective of a particular systematisation of relationships, and acts 

as an indicator of how a society thinks of itself. Selecting one system or one view over another 

does not make it any more ‘truthful’. Rather, it demonstrates its context and is governed by those 

who are in the most powerful position to influence it (Foucault, 1971). The Early Years 

Framework document, as the Scottish Government’s key policy document for young children 

and their families, can therefore be seen as directly reflective of the ideology of its time and 

place. It is a tool by which those with access to power will both impose a ‘truth’ on Scottish 

society and attempt to perpetuate it in a process that will marginalise other forms of truth. Is the 

‘truth’ of the ideology of childhood presented by the Scottish Government in its Framework 

document reflective of a truth held by parents, children and staff, who are the ultimate 

constituents of that policy? I intend to discuss the level of synergy between the ideology of 

childhood the Framework represents and the views and ideas of research participants, starting 

with an exploration of the ideas held within the Framework itself. 

 

It is also necessary to discuss the connections between the values and principles inherent in the 

Framework document and broader ideas which underpin the wider policy agenda for the Scottish 

Government in a post-modern social and economic environment. Whilst there have certainly 

been other key influences on social and economic policy within Scotland, as already discussed in 

3.1, including, for example, ideas of social democracy, and, in relation to early years, most 

notably, gender equality, I have concentrated in this thesis on the impact of neo-liberalism 

(Hayek, 1944; Friedman, 1990 and 2002). I have argued that, alongside a continuing 

commitment to social justice and the ideals of social democracy, as indicated by their undoubted 

presence in the Scottish social policy framework, (Hill et al, 2004; Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher, 

2008), the values and principles of neo-liberalism clearly underpin policy objectives for children, 

families and communities in Scotland. They impact on the ways in which services are 

experienced by those who access and work in them, as evidenced in my analysis of the Early 

Years Framework in Chapter Six, and in the stories told to me by participants, as presented in 

Chapters Seven and Eight. An understanding of the dynamics of the resulting relationships is 

crucial to appreciating the level of harmony between research participants’ ideas of childhood, 
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government policy objectives, service priorities and actual experience. Do key concepts, policy, 

practice and experience in early childhood in Scotland come together in one coherent whole?  

 

What follows is a discussion of the Scottish Government’s policy for early years, against each of 

the narrative themes which emerged from my findings, in order to reach an answer to the first of 

my research questions concerning the ideas of childhood which it contains. 

 

The policy context of the child in her home and family: Theme one 
 

All research participants from my fieldwork reported family lives which appeared rich and 

diverse. However, most adult participants understood their family life to be under threat, not 

from any lack of confidence in their own parenting ability, but from a lack of time and capacity 

caused by what they perceived to be overwhelming pressure to work to earn enough money to 

satisfy material needs and desires. This took them away from their children and (see Chapter 7) 

left little time for family life.  

 

Through the Early Years Framework, the Scottish Government places primary responsibility 

with parents for the bringing up of children. The role of the state is envisaged as ensuring 

parental strength and resilience in the interests of creating positive childhood experiences. Its 

policy ‘truth’ is a future oriented assumption of a strong, self-reliant family with the capacity to 

take responsibility for its children, such that they grow up into responsible, confident and 

successful citizens (Curriculum for Excellence, 2008) contributing to a strong Scottish economy. 

 

The governable citizen of the future is a key policy goal in neo-liberal democracies (Moss, 2007; 

Ball, 2010; Smith, 2011) and parents are considered as the vehicle for achieving it, however, 

only if they can be relied upon to parent effectively. Where the Scottish Government looks to 

strength, resilience and self-reliance in families it is in the neo-liberal traditions of free choice 

for the individual and self-determination. The individual parent is perceived to hold the capacity 

to self-regulate and to teach her child to do the same. She is building tomorrow’s citizens 

without the intrusion of the state into the private world of their home. The self-reliant, self-

sufficient family in Scotland needs no professional concern for its welfare because it is taking 

care of itself. There is therefore no expected generalised interest in the wider ecology of the 

child and no presumption of a wider family support role for professionals working in universal 
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care and education services except, in line with early intervention strategies, to identify early 

signs of potential weakness in family capacity. In a findings feedback seminar with strategic 

staff in Eastlands authority this issue was acknowledged and the presumption challenged: 

 

You go to the [targeted provision] and you get all that support then you go to [the 
universal provision] and it’s different. Why would that be, and why would we not be 
continuing to support them, maybe a wee bit less?… It’s about empowering and 
enabling [parents] to take things on…. being able to come forward when required, and 
draw back (Eastlands Authority Final Seminar). 

 

Yet the assumed balance of state versus parental power in neo-liberal states, and the 

circumstances which would allow professional intervention, rests on the degree to which parents 

are seen to be achieving government determined sets of economically driven policy goals 

(Apple, 2011). Economic need has overtaken twentieth century political considerations of social 

justice and welfare in deciding the direction of travel for policy in the care and education system 

in the UK (Ozga, 2000; Moss, 2007, Apple, 2011).  

 

The Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework assumes a similar locus of response, driven 

from identification of family weakness rather than strength, and perceives the home in such 

circumstances as a place unable to offer a rich and positive experience of family life (Cleland 

and Tisdall, 2005). The designated agent of intervention is a professional who is assumed to hold 

the knowledge and the power to correct a perceived deficit in the family and who works to 

protect such knowledge and expertise. The agency of either children or parents is not perceived 

to be any kind of potential strength that might be used in support of the family in such contexts. 

The parental experience of interventions designed to build family capacity, because they are 

built on assumptions of power relationships which are contrary to the intention, is therefore 

paradoxically often perceived to be disempowering and disabling by parent participants (see 

Chapter 7).  

 

An alternative approach, based in a concept of shared power and built through collaborative 

practice, not only acts against restrictive and disabling professionalism (Illich, 1971), it also 

works against market focused approaches. Working collaboratively with families inevitably 

forces acknowledgement amongst staff of the impact of the wider social ecology on family life. 

It requires ways of working and understandings of professional roles which cut through more 



 
 

229 

traditional professional boundaries and enable new understandings, created organically through 

relationships rather than perceptions of role (Davis, 2011). Working according to values and 

principles based in recognition of the social ecology of the child takes the professional response 

away from a consideration of purely economic need and values based in individualism towards a 

collective idea of social value (Pinkerton, 2001; Broadhead et al, 2008). 

 

There is therefore a concern that the Scottish policy emphasis on economisation of care and 

education services and the development of the individual to form the human capital required for 

wealth creation in the future is at odds with another declared policy goal from the Early Years 

Framework of creating strong, resilient and self-reliant families. The Scottish Government, 

through the Framework, demonstrates a fundamental confusion of goals between those informed 

by the needs of a market driven economy and those required to preserve the integrity of family 

life and, ultimately, a pluralistic social democracy itself. 

 

In summary, in relation to the policy context of the child in the home and family, it is my 

conclusion that ideas of childhood and family life displayed in the Early Years Framework are 

based in confused perceptions about family strength over family weakness. They also describe 

an expected professional response that emanates from neo-liberal ideas of individual over 

collective responsibility, and the paramouncy of the needs of the market rather than the 

collaborative approaches which result in families feeling powerful and effective in their role. In 

addition, where the family is perceived to be in deficit, the parents and the child herself are not 

perceived to hold the capacity to use their own agency or strength in contributing towards a 

positive family life (see Chapter 6). 

 

The policy aims of the Scottish Government seem therefore to be not only contradictory but also 

to take no account of the primary concern expressed by adult participants in my research that an 

imperative to work was having a detrimental effect on the very strengths in the family the 

Scottish Government is trying to encourage. To take account of these contradictions, confusions 

and omissions, consideration needs to be given both to who is listened to in the development of 

policy and also the development of more collective and shared understandings of what and who 

policy itself is for. 
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The policy context of the participating child in her neighbourhood community: 

Theme Two 
 

As many stories told by adult participants in my research indicate (see Chapter 7) they 

considered that a general sense of community cohesion had been lost, for reasons similar to 

those leading to a loss of capacity in families for family life. Communities were therefore no 

longer held to have the capacity to take collective responsibility for children. Children had 

consequently largely lost the opportunity to develop a sense of belonging outside of their 

families and to participate in community life. From photographic evidence and stories produced 

by participant children themselves (see Chapter 7), though they found many ways of continuing 

to develop as responsible and contributing beings within their own families, these only rarely 

carried them beyond the garden gate.  

 

The importance of the wider ecology of the child in her capacity to achieve her potential (see 

Bronfenbrenner, 1979) is acknowledged by the Scottish Government, through the Early Years 

Framework. It places considerable emphasis on the role of resilient and self reliant local 

communities in supporting families to bring up children. However, the emphasis is, once again, 

on the importance of positive experiences of childhood for future economic prosperity, both 

within communities themselves and for Scotland as a whole. A shift is indicated from large 

interventionist government to governance through accountability by placing new expectations 

on communities to deliver agreed outcomes for children and their families. These outcomes are 

expressed in the same terms as the aims of Curriculum for Excellence and look to create effective 

contributors and responsible citizens for the future.  

 

The neo-liberal concepts of social and economic liberty and government non-interference offer a 

theoretical context for a policy emphasis on self-help, self-determination and responsibility for 

the self (Ozga, 2000; Tett, 2006; Ball, 2006). These are the political and social spaces which 

children, as theoretical participants in their communities and as both present and future citizens, 

must negotiate (Moss, 2007). They are ones which require the child as active citizen. However, 

there is little clarity from the Scottish Government as to what kinds of participation in what 

kinds of communities it is looking to create for children (Davis and Smith, 2012). Despite a 

stated commitment to children’s rights and, particularly the right to be heard, the Scottish 

Government shows little realisation of the importance for children of becoming active 
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participants in their own communities. Rather, it assumes that strong communities will 

inevitably lead to greater participation of children. Arguments about an attack on social 

democracy from a consumer oriented view of the individual as citizen (Moss and Petrie, 2002; 

Apple, 2004; Mahon, 2009) and shared concerns by research participants, appear not to have 

ensured the centrality of democratic principles in care and education services in Scotland.  

 

Where the Government assumption is that communities are able to act for themselves, determine 

their own priorities, and take responsibility for their children in a neo-liberal inspired context of 

self-determination, it is because they are considered to be strong and, by implication, capable of 

offering positive opportunities to children. Children are assumed to operate as consumer citizens 

within such communities realising the government’s goals of self-determination and self-

actualisation. These are the self-regulating governable child citizens refered to before, brought 

up by self-regulating, governable parents in strong, self-reliant families and communities. There 

is little interventionist role assumed for government, or the agents of government, in such 

communities.  

 

Only where communities are perceived to be weak or ineffective or where they are regarded as 

offering social and physical environments hostile to positive experiences for children does the 

Scottish Government seek to target efforts at remediation to avoid a threat to Scotland’s future 

economic prosperity. In such cases, a structural view of the causes of community incapacity 

relating to crime, child poverty and supporting parental participation in the labour market is 

offered (Tett, 2006). Communities targeted for support through government intervention and 

additional resources are considered victims of such structural weakness. The ability to identify 

and fight for the needs of children and families using democratic processes (Ozga, 2000, Ball, 

2006; Apple, 2011) is perceived by the Scottish Government to be beyond such communities.  

There seems to be little idea of the child from such communities as an active and contributing 

citizen.  

 

The envisaged professional role in the Framework document is again restricted to an 

interventionist one designed to address perceived weakness in communities, working to build 

communities in ways that challenge assumed structural causes of inequality and achieve 

community strength through the building of individual family capacity. Assumptions about 

power balances between professionals and families are very similar to those associated with 
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family support, because the philosophical roots are the same (see Chapter 7). They are drawn 

from understandings that are neither essentially collaborative in nature nor recognising of any 

innate community strength.  

 

In summary, the implications for staff and family relationships are, as they are for family 

support, restrictive, unless the professional role is able to encompass a broader understanding of 

the social ecology of the child, recognise the organic nature of the key relationships which 

surround the child and ultimately acknowledge the agency of the child herself in negotiating 

those relationships and developing her capacity as a social actor in her community (Davis, 2011; 

Davis and Smith, 2012). 

 

The Framework once again appears to offer a confused statement of policy against which to 

consider the agency and participation of children in their local communities and the civic 

contribution they are ultimately able to make. Despite a commitment to children’s rights, 

children are perceived by the Scottish Government, rather than active participants in their 

communities, as largely passive. Whether their voices might therefore be heard, as potential 

stakeholders in their communities, depends on perceptions of those with power as to the positive 

contribution children might make in a participatory democracy, and on their creating 

opportunities and new spaces within local communities which make participation accessible and 

meaningful for children (Thomas, 2009). The Scottish Government is largely silent in its 

Framework document on this aspect of childhood. 

 

The policy context of the competent, powerful and independent child: Theme 

Three 

 
Adult participants perceived a continuing conflict between their appreciation of children’s need 

to engage in risk taking behaviour to grow as independent and competent beings, and concerns 

for their safety. These concerns were compounded by a sense that the local community would no 

longer take responsibility for its own children (see Chapter 8). Children themselves appeared to 

have little awareness of adult concerns but their capacity to engage in life with peers 

independently of adults was, from their evidence, considerably curtailed as a consequence, when 

compared to adult recollections of their own childhoods (see Chapter 8). 
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The policy emphasis in the Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework on strength and 

resilience in families and communities is designed to offer children the best possible 

circumstances for positive early childhood experiences and to build the same strength and 

resilience in children themselves. There is a commitment to achieving a set of outcomes for the 

child which allows her to become a confident individual, an effective contributor and a 

responsible citizen (Curriculum for Excellence, 2008).  

 

It might be assumed that qualities of competence, power and independence would be qualities to 

be strived for through supporting a child in the use of her own power and agency in key areas of 

her life (Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Lansdown, 2001; MacNaughton, 2003; Smith, 2011). There is 

certainly a broad commitment from the Scottish Government to the child taking an active role in 

the creation of her own future. However, in the objectives which follow, a linked recognition of 

the child’s own power and agency to effect the necessary changes in order  for her to build 

capacity is not properly recognised. Children continue to be regarded as the passive recipients of 

change created by adults (Tisdall and Hill, 2005) rather than active decision makers in the 

change process themselves.  

 

The lack of recognition of children’s own voices at the level of policy development is 

particularly important in the context of some of the wider social and economic circumstances 

which impact on their lives and which have caused adult participants in my research 

considerable degrees of anxiety associated with their safety. This link between recognising the 

general capacity and competence of the child to act on her own life, and an environment filled 

with adult fears for her safety (Waters and Begley, 2007; Hope et al, 2007) has not been made by 

the Scottish Government. It is concerning because, as stories from both adult and child 

participants demonstrated (see Chapter 8), those fears have considerable impact. Without the 

link being made, children are not acknowledged as having any locus in the field of policy which 

governs so much of their experience of childhood.  

 

In summary, it is hard to see where there is any account taken in the Framework of the child as a 

key stakeholder in her own future or where there has been any consideration, at a policy level, of 

her abilities as a powerful co-constructor of her own experiences, despite adult fears about her 

safety. Her capacity to be an independent actor able to take responsibility and control, and her 

right to a place in the democratic process which underpins the development of policy (Hendrick, 
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2005; Thomas, 2005; Tisdall and Hill, 2005) are not acknowledged by the Scottish Government. 

This denies the child important opportunities to assess and manage risk as part of making 

independent life decisions (Hope, 2007; Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008). It acts as a constraint 

on a proper recognition of her competence, to the detriment of the policy making process itself.  

The child is the passive recipient of change rather than the agent of it. Once again, it appears 

early years policy is not reflective of the lived experiences of a key group of its stakeholders and 

does not take proper account of the challenges it faces. 

 

The policy context of the child, her imagination and self-image: Theme four 
 

Adult participants in my research recognised and recollected the importance of imaginative play 

to the development of a sense of self in their own lives as children. However, they expressed 

concerns that such opportunities were under attack from commercial pressures which, they 

suggested, identify children primarily as consumers (see Chapter 8). Adult participants often 

perceived commercially produced playthings and the images of childhood promoted by 

marketing media, to be constraining on imaginative play and even damaging to children’s sense 

of self.  Children themselves certainly appeared to absorb commercially inspired messages about 

playthings and image (see Chapter 8). However, they may not have been as influenced by 

commercial promotion as they were by a perception, driven by their imagination, of a toy’s 

playing power. Children reported many imaginative play activities which were not dependent on 

any kind of fulfillment of commercial interest.   

 

The essentially social nature of play (Opie and Opie, 1973; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; 

Corsaro, 2005) or  the importance of free play to the imagination (Bruce, 1997; Mayall, 2002), 

or the central place of imaginative play and its relationship to the child’s own self-image (Opie 

and Opie, 1973; Smith, 2000; Edmiston, 2008), is little acknowledged by the Scottish 

Government. It makes a strong commitment to the development of play. However, it confines its 

policy interests almost exclusively to outdoor play and commits to a direct role for itself only 

through the provision of more and better outdoor play facilities. It is unequivocal in its support 

for the development of nature kindergartens and equates opportunities for play outside with 

healthier young children who will gro into individuals with a better capacity to be the confident 

individuals, successful learners and contributing citizens (Curriculum for Excellence, 2008) it 

perceives Scotland needs to secure its future.  
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There is an expectation that parents in families, communities and professionals will take 

responsibility and work collaboratively to develop play opportunities for children, and an 

acknowledgement of the need for involvement of children themselves. However, the 

Government misses out any clear objectives in the Framework document about how any 

collaboration might be achieved and it lacks any specific reference to how it would expect to 

involve young children in decision making.  

 

There are no explicit plans in the Framework designed to bring generations together to work 

collaboratively on creating play experiences. There is no recognition in the Framework of the 

importance of play experiences to family and community cohesion or, especially in the case of 

imaginative play, to how the child develops an understanding of herself and her social world. As 

already argued earlier in this chapter, the capacity for the child to use her own agency in such 

respects is severely limited by structural, conceptual and attitudinal barriers created by adult 

perceptions of her capabilities. These are driven by theoretical perspectives based in the essential 

incompetency of childhood. 

 

A lack of recognition of the importance of imaginary play, which is so critical to how a child 

thinks of herself and, ultimately, to the degree to which she imagines she is able to contribute to 

her social world (James 2007 and 2009) has resulted in a void at the core of the Scottish 

Government’s policy response to the provision of play experiences. By taking no account of this 

key area of experience for young children any aspirational consideration in the Framework 

document of an image of childhood is incomplete.  

 

Summary   

 

The view of childhood held by the Scottish Government, either explicitly stated or implied 

within its key policy document, the Early Years Framework, is based in key assumptions which 

are tied to wider policy imperatives built around Scotland’s future social and economic strength. 

Children are regarded as an investment in that future. 

 

In keeping with the emphasis on the futurity of childhood is a further emphasis on strong and 

self-reliant families and communities in providing positive childhood experiences to ensure 
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investment is successful. In emphasising such strength, resilience and self-determination in its 

aspirations for children, the Scottish Government confines itself to addressing perceived 

weaknesses in families and communities where it considers these qualities to be under threat.  

 

Roles and responsibilities for staff are designed to provide professional responses based on 

assumed expertise and specialist knowledge. Power relationships with families and communities 

are balanced in favour of staff and inherent strength in all families and communities is largely 

unacknowledged. Genuinely collaborative ways of working in partnership are left under 

explored and attempts to widen out professional roles and responsibilities to include holistic 

considerations of the child’s environment continue to be thwarted by professional protectionism.  

 

The child’s right to play is well recognised with an emphasis on the importance of outdoor play 

and risk-taking behaviour.  However, the application of risk-taking behaviour to the wider 

environment of the child’s world, beyond the nursery door or the back garden, is denied through 

continuing adult concerns for children’s safety and a resulting denial of a child’s opportunity to 

take her place as a social actor in her community. 

 

The Scottish Government’s view of the child seems therefore to be confused, with an 

acknowledgement of her rights to self-determination and to her voice being heard, and yet a 

continuing regard for her as incompetent and in need of protection by adults, who ultimately 

stifle the voice which they avow they wish to hear. Her place in Scottish civic society goes 

largely unacknowledged as a result. 

 

In emphasising the importance of outdoor play to the exclusion of other play experiences, the 

Scottish Government has ignored another key aspect of a child’s world, in her imagination.  It 

has therefore established a view of childhood which is incomplete.  Without acknowledgement 

of the impact of the imagination and imaginative play on the development of a child’s sense of 

whom she is and her place in the world, the Scottish Government makes an omission in its plans 

for the child’s future contribution. This might be considered consistent with its overall emphasis 

on childhood as an investment in an economic future; however, it is not consistent with 

theoretical understandings of the importance of the total ecology of the child to her abilities to 

contribute as a competent actor in her own life and that of her family, community and civic 

society (Smith, 2004).  
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Finally, in emphasising the importance of self-reliant and resilient families and communities to a 

neo-liberal view of Scotland’s economic future, the Scottish Government has established two 

policy imperatives which are in conflict with each other.  The demands of a market economy, 

which are reliant on a flexible adult labour force in a consumer driven society, are reported by 

research participants as ultimately not compatible with the kind of family and community life 

required to provide the most positive experiences of early childhood.   
 
9.2 Ideas of Childhood: The Literature and the Findings  
 

Having discussed the policy objectives for the Scottish Government and established the ideas of 

childhood reflected in its Early Years Framework, it is time to consider how these relate to both 

theoretical perspectives of childhood and ideas and experiences of childhood given to me by 

research participants. Once again, I will approach this discussion using the same four narrative 

themes which emerged from my fieldwork discussions about childhood with parents, children 

and staff.  

 

9.2.1 The child in her home and family: Theme one 

 
The place of the family in the life of a child is subject to argument and debate, relating 

particularly to perceptions of the role and responsibility of the parent in holding together a social 

order. Structuralists in social systems theory perceive such order to be under threat unless the 

child is schooled and policed into socially accepted behaviour (Parsons, 1951; Luhmann,, 2013 

(2002); King, 2007). Such an argument assumes a homogeneity of intent across society, a 

stability based in structural permanence, a family with the capacity to socialise children, a child 

who is weak, compliant and dependent on adults, a strong and powerful state willing and able to 

impose its will on families who do not meet its requirements and an acceptance by families of its 

right to do so (Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005). The parental role is framed in terms of control, 

as the means by which children can be protected from themselves, and society can be protected 

from the excesses of the natural child in the interests of a continuing social order .  

 

All of these assumptions are challenged by more recent post-structural perspectives which 

emphasise, instead, the diversity of childhood experience in the postmodern developed world 
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(Stainton-Rogers, 2001; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Mayall, 2009; Jensen, 2009), the use 

of the agency and competency of children themselves in co-constructing experiences along with 

their families (James et al, 1998) and the creation of other important adult relationships with 

carers outside the home which offer alternative controlling forces (Zeiher, 2009).  

 

In addition, wider changes in perspectives about the place of children within an adult dominated 

society, their rights to occupy public spaces beyond the influence of adults, the conflict with 

adult perceptions about their safety outwith the home and the impact on their role in civic society 

continue to be argued over (James et al, 1998; Lansdown, 2001; Tisdall and Davis, 2004; 

Thomas, 2005; Moss, 2007; Alderson, 2008; Guldberg, 2009).  

 

The place of the child in the home with a family is, unarguably, at the heart of her experience of 

childhood for all but a tiny number of children in the developed world. How she is perceived 

within the family, what aspirations the family holds for her and, ultimately what the family 

considers to be its role in providing opportunities for her, are the subjects of such theoretical 

consideration, but also real lived experience. So too, are ideas of her legitimacy in extending her 

experience and her influence beyond the bounds of her home environment.  

 

The pressure of work  

 

The idea of diversity and plurality of experience in how children live their lives in families 

(Stainton-Rogers, 2001; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006) is supported by evidence from my 

fieldwork (see Chapter 7). There is little doubt that parents in my study were committed to their 

roles as parents in creating positive early life experiences for their children. The many family-

based experiences revealed by the children’s photographs and stories from parents were 

testament to rich and diverse lives for most, including very often strong relationships with 

grandparents (see Chapter 7). This is very much in keeping with the Scottish Government’s 

intentions for children in families in Scotland. 

 

However, the priorities parents in my study held for their children appeared to differ in their 

scope and their emphasis from those of the Government. The Scottish Government explicitly 

aims to create strength and resilience to secure a certain kind of future linked to economic 

power. Parents and children in my study, as the family experiences and the relationships which 
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they valued indicated, appeared more concerned with building closeness and security through 

the immediacy of childhood experience (see Chapter 7).  

 

A neo-liberal emphasis on wealth creation when taken alongside ideas of self-actualisation, 

requires a flexible labour market which maximises opportunity both for those seeking to join it 

and for those seeking to use it (Mahon, 2009, OECD, 2011). In such circumstances shared 

family experiences (Gillis, 2009) are squeezed by the demands of a market reliant on a parental 

commitment to the workplace for extended periods of time. Parents in my study reported 

considerable family pressure created by what they perceived to be relentless urgings from the 

market and the media to provide material wealth to their families (see Chapter 7). The current 

context for relationships between staff and parents in mainstream nurseries was not viewed, 

either by parent or staff participants, as offering much opportunity for any serious intervention to 

alleviate such pressure. Where there was an acceptance amongst staff of a professional role in 

supporting working parents, as was indicated in feedback seminars with setting staff, it was 

perceived to be one of educating parents, from a position of professional expertise, away from 

what staff felt might be poor choices: 

 

It isn’t always possible to make parents conform to the policies of the nursery because 
they don’t value or understand them or because they don’t agree with them. Policies and 
routines should be reinforced (Westlands Nursery Feedback Seminar). 

 

The notion of a collaborative effort to address the wider issues of market demands which created 

the pressures in the first place was entirely absent.  

 

In summary, parents were aware of what they considered to be the corrosive effects on family 

life of the work imperative and of the market forces which underpin it. They considered they 

were being pushed towards acceptance of what they perceived to be a value base skewed 

towards global commercial interests. This forced an attendant way of life which they indicated 

they were not sure they believed would deliver the kind of family life and the childhood 

experiences they wished for their children. They were left unsupported by a professional 

response which did not acknowledge any role for staff  in working collaboratively with them to 

deal with the wider economic and social pressures they experienced. 
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In a very fundamental way, their aspirations for their children’s experience of childhood differed 

from those of the Scottish Government and were being frustrated by that government’s emphasis 

on the importance of meeting the market need for labour.    

 

Competence, responsibility and a privatised existence in the family 

 

In UK policy terms a child is inextricably linked to her family (Thomas, 2005, Hendrick, 2005) 

and therefore, despite any recognition of her theoretical rights to self-determination, it is easy for 

her agency to go unacknowledged and for her to be regarded as incapable of making any 

significant impact on her own future (Kirby and Woodhead, 2003; Tisdall and Davis, 2004; Hill 

et al, 2004; Dunne, 2006). Discussion of the Scottish Government’s Framework document 

earlier in this chapter elucidates the point.  

 

Yet children in my study demonstrated that they have considerable control over their own 

physical and social environments. They are capable and effective contributors to a construction 

of their own childhood experience within the family, as the many wonderful stories they told me 

demonstrated. The picture presented was of childhoods characterised by considerable self-

determination amongst children who took an active and important role in family life, including 

holding diverse responsibilities, from growing the family vegetables to looking after animals, to 

helping to cook the family meal. They made daily decisions about their lives, and their sense of 

themselves was as active contributors to a shared family experience. 

 
Taking active social roles beyond the family itself, however, particularly ‘out on the street’, has 

become problematic for children (James et al, 1998; Lansdown, 2001; Karston and Van Vleit, 

2006; Gillis, 2009; Guldberg, 2009) and this was supported by the experiences of children in my 

research, whose responsibilities and abilities to contribute were demonstrated as largely limited 

to the family environs.  

 

Equally, the parental priority to protect children (Jenks, 1996; Cook, 2009) through physically 

containing them to spaces where they are observable and under the control of adults (Gillis, 

2009) was amply acknowledged by adult participants. They recognised that this privatisation of 

their children’s experience and its containment largely within the family was detrimental and in 
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sharp contrast to the experiences they especially valued from their own childhoods (see Chapter 

7). 

 

In a physical sense, the home environs for the young child were presented by research 

participants as essentially the private spaces of the back garden and the inside of the house, 

especially the child’s bedroom. Children showed in their photographs the materially rich spaces 

they occupied in their homes, provided by parents who, by their own accounts (see Chapter 8), 

felt under pressure to create these environments in compensation both for their insistence that 

children were indoors for large amounts of time and for their sense of a lack of family life 

together, as already discussed. Material wealth in the home was reported, by both staff and 

parents in my study, as the physical manifestation of parental guilt, which was a response to the 

perceived sacrifice of family life to the pressures of a market economy and the world of work 

(see Chapter 7).  

 

Evidence from my study suggests that although children demonstrate a high level of competence 

and a range of experience in family life, it goes unrecognised in Scottish Government policy, 

which continues to be underpinned by ideas of dependency (see Chapter 6).  

 

My understanding of the truth of participants’ experience is that the extent to which children 

have the capacity to use their competence to further their own lives in the world beyond their 

families is constrained and constricted by a sense from adults that they are not safe unless under 

the control and surveillance of trusted adults. Childhoods, then, are becoming increasingly 

privatised experiences confined to the family home, but with the compensation of increased 

access to material distractions in the form of playthings and new technology.  The Scottish 

Government’s policy for early years, takes no account of the wider social and economic 

constraints experienced by families, which create such pressures for privatisation of childhood. 

 

Parent and professional power relationships 

 

Where parents in my study had expectations of any state role in their lives it was through 

services which they regarded as their own choice to access and which they described as 

primarily supportive, even where there may have been strong encouragement for them to accept 

a need for professional help (See Chapter 7). There was little sign of any sense of coercion in 
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using family based support services. Even less, was there any indication that these families were, 

in essence, weak but, rather, that they were families dealing with unusual and sometimes 

extraordinary levels of challenge in their lives (see Chapter 7). 

 

Power relationships which operate between parents and professionals are argued as working in 

favour of professionals (Pinkerton, 2001; Broadhead, 2007; Redmond, 2010), and this was 

certainly the experience of adult participants in my research, even where key worker systems 

were in operation. Parents accessing universal services reported a sense that staff perceived 

themselves in the dominant position with regards to their children’s care and education and 

demonstrated only limited interest in or concern for the life of the child outside the immediate 

environs of the nursery. Most staff, in turn, acknowledged an inability within the current 

constraints of their role to assume any significantly wider focus for their work (see Chapter 7).  

 

Perceptions persisted amongst parent participants that universal services are organised according 

to professional interests in care and/or education, rather than built around a holistic view of the 

family. Unless they were accessing a targeted service, parents demonstrated little sense of 

anyone listening to or being concerned about their wider family needs. This is despite policies 

and legislation designed to improve listening to parents (Scottish Schools (Parental Involvement) 

Act, 2006; Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act, 2004 and 2009), 

including the Framework document itself. A restriction to the function of mainstream nurseries 

was also acknowledged in feedback seminars: 

 

There’s something around the whole family friendly way in which services are 
organised, or not organised… play spaces, and places for families to be… It’s partly 
[about] making that provision available… in as much as it’s making a positive 
environment for families I suppose (High Green Authority Final Seminar). 

 

It is my understanding, based on the ‘truth’ I have understood from participants’ stories and the 

complex and diverse circumstances in which the postmodern child lives (Prout, 2005; Dussel, 

2010), that objectives for staff roles and responsibilities in relation to family support set out in 

the Framework create conflicts and tensions for staff, particularly in universal services, who do 

not regard themselves as either trained or accountable for dealing with the wider ecology of the 

child and her family, regarding such responsibilities as beyond their role and expertise. 
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Even when accessing targeted services for younger children, sometimes because of extreme 

family adversity, parents in my study often reported a perception that the input of the 

professional was not as effective as it might have been had it extended beyond a concern for the 

child alone, been more holistic in nature and the parent/professional relationship was a more 

collaborative one. This was especially the case when parents reported their experiences of 

dealing with some health visitors and with other services such as education (see Chapter 7). 

 

It is my finding that if the policy intention is to build family capacity, current staff roles and the 

ways in which staff consider relationships with parents appear to be detrimental. They assume 

power relationships which undermine the intention. A recognition of the value of new and more 

collaborative ways of working with families, and the allocation of appropriate time and 

resources, would offer considerably more opportunities, as would a professional response which 

took better account of the whole environment of the child. As it stands, my understanding of the 

‘truth’ from stories parents in my study told me is that they have varying degrees of confidence 

in and some scepticism about staff’s capacities to respond in such ways, though initiatives such 

as PEEP, with its emphasis on parent and professional collaborative relationships, offer a way 

forward.  

 

Parents and staff as key stakeholders 

 

A neo-liberal government, as part of attempts to reduce the size of government, will devolve 

responsibility by increasing the range of stakeholders at the same time as it holds those involved 

in the development and implementation of policy accountable (Freeman et al, 2010; Ball, 2010). 

Along with recognition of stakeholder status therefore comes a degree of power and influence, 

though the resulting voice must not be destabilising to existing power relationships or to policy 

imperatives (Tisdall and Davis, 2004; Mainardes et al, 2011). 

 

The diversification of care and education services in Scotland in the closing decade of the 

twentieth century which emerged in my literature review involved the creation of many new 

partnerships with private and independent sector providers (see Chapter 4). It created 

considerable new stakeholder potential and a more complex nexus of stakeholder interest. As the 

Scottish Government has brought the values and principles of the market to the services it makes 

available, so it might be expected that it is interested in the consumer perspective. It might be 
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expected that as consumers of care and education services, parents would be recognised as key 

stakeholders in the development of family based policy in Scotland, and that the Scottish 

Government would be interested in the opportunity to bring policy closer to their lived 

experiences and their aspirations for childhood. Equally, in relation to staff, it might be expected 

that their voice would be of value to understanding the professional perspective. Yet that is not 

the perception or the experience of either staff or parent participants in my research (see Chapter 

7).  

 

The concerns expressed by parent and staff participants about what they perceive to be an attack 

by market forces and the demands of the economy on family life, and particularly on parents’ 

abilities to realise their aspirations for their children, have already been discussed in this chapter. 

They are policy issues which it might be expected the Scottish Government would recognise as 

having significance for its intentions of building family strength and resilience. Yet they appear 

nowhere in the Early Years Framework, the key policy document for families in Scotland. This 

may be because the policy itself is underpinned by an acceptance of the neo-liberal narrative, but 

it may also be because there does not appear to be a strong and direct way for families and 

frontline staff to take a meaningful role as key stakeholders and influencers in policy 

development itself. The Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework document, as a result, 

sets out an agenda for children and families which does not take account of realities in key 

aspects of family life, as they are reported by parent and staff participants themselves. 

 

Summary  

 

Parents and staff, and children themselves generally described family lives which were rich and 

diverse. However adult participants expressed concern that they are unable to achieve the kinds 

of experiences they wished for children because of pressures over which they perceived they had 

no control and no say. These pressures emanated from the drives of a market driven economy 

which made parents feel they needed to leave their families and go out to work to pursue a 

certain level of material wealth for their families and from a perception that the world is not a 

safe place for children. This, adult participants felt, had forced them to keep their children 

physically close. It had changed the physical boundaries for children by confining them to a life 

lived much more indoors than their parents recalled from their own childhoods.  
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Pressures on families and on the lives of children were not necessarily felt to be constraining by 

children themselves. They reported full lives which involved many ways in which they took 

responsibility for themselves and contributed to a family life. However, it was clear they had 

considerably less opportunity for independent play with peers out of sight of adults than their 

parents reported from their own childhoods, and spent their lives under constant surveillance. 

  

It is my finding in this thesis that the Scottish Government has not acknowledged such pressures 

or their impact on families and the lives of children in its Framework document. Adult 

participants had little sense of any power to bring such pressures to the Government’s attention; 

even less to ensure that government policy reflects them in its policy goals and the development 

of early years services. The Scottish Government looks to create strong, self-reliant and resilient 

family environments, which it recognises are so important for children’s experiences of early 

childhood, yet it fails to acknowledge the challenges faced by families in achieving this. In 

addition, it appears not to have sufficient mechanisms by which it can hear directly from families 

what those challenges are. The Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework is in danger of 

becoming an irrelevance both for parents and for staff unless it can look outside its neo-liberal 

conceptual framework and recognise the considerable difficulties such a market driven frame of 

reference causes for families in providing the kinds of experiences for their children they would 

wish. 

 

Parents, when reporting their relationships with the nurseries attended by their children, 

considered that the individual relationships they established with members of staff were 

generally supportive and helpful. However, both parents and staff in my study were concerned at 

the lack of organisational capacity in mainstream nurseries to provide the kind of holistic 

response to families which is anticipated within the Framework document and which should 

underpin an early interventionist approach. This lack of capacity is perceived to be reflected in 

the professional roles and responsibilities currently held by staff in mainstream services. Parent 

participants in my study reported a general sense that nursery staff considered their primary and, 

in some cases only, responsibility was to children. Staff themselves considered they did not 

currently have the expertise or the resource and time to provide a holistic response beyond their 

current responsibilities as key workers. The Scottish Government sets out in the Framework an 

expectation that such expertise will grow and roles and responsibilities will change to reflect 
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new and more holistic ways of working. However, whilst staff appeared to support such moves 

in theory, they were highly sceptical of how it might be achieved in reality. 

 

Where parent participants reported facing a level of challenge in their family lives which 

threatened to become unmanageable and which required them to seek professional support they 

experienced professional responses based in assumptions of professional power. Whilst this was 

not necessarily perceived to be detrimental to the support they received and, for a number of 

parents, was simply an accepted aspect to the relationship, it was understood by others to get in 

the way of finding effective solutions and of building family capacity. It is my view, based on 

the ‘truth’ I have understood from what participants told me, that the Scottish Government 

requires to make a conceptual adjustment towards recognition of the innate strength of all 

families if it is achieve its ambition to achieve strong, resilient families able to support young 

children. It needs to build a genuine collaboration between staff and parents which 

acknowledges the power of the parental role and which supports it for all families in the interests 

of rich, varied and complex childhood experiences for all children.  

        

9.2.2 The participating child in her neighbourhood community: Theme Two 

 
New sociological understandings of the agency of children have offered new perspectives on the 

opportunities for children to assume active roles in their communities (James et al, 1998). These 

replace older theories of a child’s place in her community which are based on the structural 

position of the family alongside a learned understanding by the child of her belonging to a 

certain social and cultural place in society (Bourdieu, 1984). The stability of structuralism is 

replaced by a dynamism and an unpredictability created by a perception of the uniqueness of 

each child’s experience and of her capacity to act on her own environment in ways which make 

her a co-constructor of her place in her community and her life experience diverse (Stainton-

Rogers, 2001; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006). Each child’s sense of belonging is unique to 

her. This dynamism, when combined with broader neo-liberal inspired ideas about individual 

freedoms and the rights of the individual (Hayek, 1944; Friedman, 1990 and 2002), concepts 

which have been extended to children by the UNCRC, give children a theoretical place in 

society as active participants, each able to act on and change their social environments. 
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The idea of a child as a participating citizen with democratic rights, using all the discursive 

spaces she has access to towards achievement of her full potential (Lansdown, 2001; Moss and 

Petrie, 2002), is one which sits comfortably beside a social constructionist view of a self-

actualising child (James et al, 1998). Yet, other perspectives concerning the exercising of 

children’s participation rights in communities and civic society challenge the idea that children 

possess the requisite power to realise these rights. It is argued that adults, through the powers of 

the state, have an interest in moderating and manipulating children’s access to these rights such 

that they act to serve the interests of adults rather than children (Lansdown, 2001; Wyness et al, 

2004; Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Tisdall and Hill, 2005; Alderson, 2008; Lancaster, 2010).  

 

The extent to which new understandings of children’s power and place within their communities 

are reflected in Scottish Government policy is important to my discussion of the extent of 

harmony between policy directions for early childhood in Scotland and the lived experiences of 

children themselves as they understand and engage with their communities.  

 
Concepts of community 

 

Although the Scottish Government does not explicitly define its meaning when it talks of 

communities in Scotland, it uses the concept in a way that suggests a territorial space within 

which the people who live are bound together by common life experiences created through 

broadly shared social and economic circumstances and an outlook informed by a set of shared 

values (see Chapter 6).   

 

Self-realisation for children is intrinsically linked with a sense of belonging which has its 

inception in the home. The first the child experiences of being connected to others is within the 

family, through the key relationships she establishes there (Corsaro, 2005; Dunne, 2006).  The 

quality and diversity of these relationships are of central importance to her understanding of how 

she fits within her community and what that community consists of (Stainton-Rogers, 2001; 

Moss and Petrie, 2002). The inter-subjectivity of human relationships (Rogoff, 1990; Bruner, 

1996; Fleer, 2006) was understood by participants in my research and, as Chapter 7 clearly 

demonstrates, adult participants regarded the place of a child in her community as of 

fundamental importance to her understanding of and sense of herself as a cultural being.  
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The strength of family relationships was keenly recalled by adult participants from their own 

childhoods, as were the key pathways they represented into community living. This was 

demonstrated by rich stories of communal and inter-generational community activity (see 

Chapter 7). Adult participants recalled childhoods of active participation, where they made an 

impact on their communities on a daily basis through their relationships with other children and 

with adults, both in and outside the family and in and outside the home. Recollections were of 

strong, resourceful and self reliant communities, the very qualities the Scottish Government 

intends for today’s communities in Scotland.    

 

The concept of community was related to both a clearly delineated physical space with 

recognised boundaries, and a commonality of experience and shared sense of purpose which 

bound together its inhabitants. It was at once a community of relationships and one with a 

physical shape. Recalled experiences of community living for adult participants (see Chapter 7) 

were underpinned by an understood and accepted collective responsibility for each other 

amongst local inhabitants. It is broadly the same idea of community as found in the aspirations 

of the Scottish Government and expressed in the Early Years Framework. 

 

For children in my study, their understandings of communities appeared however, to have 

different roots to their parents. They appeared to experience a sense of community through the 

relationships they established in the often distant, organised and structured spaces they generally 

occupied for large parts of their days. This accords with theoretical arguments about postmodern 

childhood and experience of communities of friendships which are often physically disparate. 

Children’s access to them is dependent on adult capacity to arrange time and transport to social 

gatherings, including nursery itself.  Such a process gives a child a disjointed and partial idea of 

her local neighbourhood. The child’s community is therefore often a virtual one (Valentine and 

McKendrick, 1999; Karsten and van Vliet, 2006). The impact on the child’s opportunity to use 

her own agency in establishing and maintaining friendships and other important relationships 

which are locally based in traditional neighbourhood communities is significant (Dunne, 2006). 

The impact on any professional attempt to support the child and her family in the context of a 

child’s virtual community is also significant because the central organising factor for a 

professional response currently starts from a different and physically bound conceptual 

understanding of community.  
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The Scottish Government’s declared purpose for a professional response is to work to create a 

learning community, building capacity to provide support to a community’s family members 

through support for effective parenting. However, in deciding how best to provide support to 

communities it favours a concept of community which adults recognise is under threat, and 

which children themselves describe has been largely overtaken.  

 

It is my finding in this thesis that the concept of community contained within the Early Years 

Framework does not adequately reflect the real lived experiences of communities in Scotland. In 

addition, it takes no account of the broader social and economic reasons why such a concept is 

no longer relevant and at the same time ignores the alternative ideas of community expressed by 

children themselves. 

 
Community cohesion 

 

Independent life on the street, and beyond, offers children opportunities to learn about the 

interconnectedness of the relationships surrounding them and those of their families (Corsaro, 

2005; Dunne, 2006). Adult participants recalled that, as children, they took a great deal of 

responsibility for themselves and also for younger children through accessing such opportunities 

and recounted many stories of peer activities (see Chapter 7) which were rich in helping them 

build an independent sense of community and of their own place and part in it. They appear not 

to have had fears of using the space around them, or of regarding the people who were part of 

their daily experience as part of their social lives beyond their families (see Chapter 7). 

 

Childhoods for adult participants, whose ages ranged from early twenties to late fifties, were 

recalled as being spent in communities and streets filled with people (see Chapter 7). Mothers 

were reported as generally at home, at least in the early years, where their business was recalled 

as the raising of children. Participants recollected that their parents were often supported in a 

parenting role by extended family members who lived close by, and certainly by neighbours who 

accepted a shared responsibility for the welfare of local children (see Chapter 7). 

 

Opportunities for children’s participation in such cohesive communities are hard to create, 

however, unless they are able to use their own agency in establishing social spaces where this 

can happen (Hope et al, 2007). The current emphasis on adult directed and supervised activities 
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in adult influenced spaces restricts children’s opportunity for such social discourse (Valentine 

and McKendrick, 1997; Thomas, 2000; Lansdown, 2001; Dunne, 2006; Clark, 2007). There is 

no scope for an inter-generational negotiation of levels of independent play in such a climate 

(Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008). The photographs taken by children in my research and the 

significant lack of stories about neighbours, their streets and their neighbourhoods were an 

indication of just such difficulties. Parents too reported feeling unable to support their children in 

creating these opportunities and, in fact, worked against them by their insistence on their 

children being within the sight of trusted adults at all times.  

 

In addition, streets empty of people every day because parents are out working and children are 

in daycare create sterile social environments which work against a sense of local community 

cohesion. Adult participants reported not knowing their neighbours and not believing their 

neighbours would take any responsibility or intervene on behalf of their child in cases of 

difficulty or danger. Adult perceptions were that intervention may be construed as unhealthy 

interest in young children. Bringing children inside to keep them safe, either at home or at adult 

directed activity clubs, works against any capacity the child might have for local community 

participation, particularly with peers (Valentine and McKendrick, 1997; Corsaro, 2005; 

Guldberg, 2009).  

 

Without the familiarity of place and neighbourhood built through having to navigate it both 

physically and socially, it is not possible for children to develop a sense of belonging to that 

place and therefore a sense of loyalty and responsibility for it (Hope et al, 2007). The self-

actualising child is being frustrated in her ambition for herself and denied the opportunities she 

needs to develop meaningful ways in which to participate in her local community as an active 

agent in the living out of her democratic rights. The concept of the incompetent child, whose 

innocence is in need of protection from a perceived hostile world (Kehily and Montgomery, 

2003; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Cook, 2009) where she has no community support has 

won out over the competent, self-actualising child able to act on her own environment, at least in 

the terms of community understood by the Scottish Government.  

 

The ambitions of the Scottish Government to use self-reliant and resilient local communities to 

support young children and their families in building childhood experiences which result in 

children as active players in a participatory democracy appear to have foundered. A lack of 



 
 

251 

understanding of existing capacity in postmodern communities, and of the real or imagined fears 

held by parents for their children’s safety are the cause.  

 

It is my finding in this thesis that the Scottish Government’s policy of relying on strong local 

communities to support their children and families not only ignores the stresses communities are 

under but it is in conflict with it its broader economic policies designed to draw parents ever 

further into the workplace and away from the home and community environment for lengthy 

periods of time. Parents’ priorities to keep their children safe, as they themselves create material 

wealth for their families, work against any notion of community as the Scottish Government 

would have it and as parents themselves recall from their own childhoods. They are ultimately 

detrimental to children’s abilities to take part in the democratic spaces of their communities.  

 

There is a policy tension created by an assumption of self-reliance in communities and the 

reality of a severe lack of community cohesion. A major shift in policy emphasis is required to 

allow parents to work in partnership with staff to re-establish trust in neighbours and 

neighbourhoods through creating the physical and social pre-conditions necessary for 

community members to come to know each other and to feel their children will be safe. Only 

then will children have the opportunities they need to be participating citizens in their local 

communities. Initiatives such as the PEEP groups established in Eastlands Nursery which 

brought intergenerational groups together in the context of local neighbourhoods offer 

possibility of such trust building opportunities and the building of shared cultural values. 
 
 Professionals and communities  
 
When I took findings back to each of my fieldwork settings there was a clear acceptance 

amongst staff participants that local communities should play a key role, particularly in 

engendering a sense of belonging in children. Their importance was most particularly recognised 

in ensuring children’s sense of security, providing for children’s safety, and listening to and 

supporting them in gaining and practicing respect in their local communities. Communities were 

perceived to share these responsibilities with parents and with staff. How staff perceived their 

own roles, and the power relationships with parents in communities which underpin them, was 

considered as significant to the success of any intervention. Talking to strategic staff in 
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Eastlands authority, they had a clear idea of the ways they would like to use their roles to work 

with families in communities: 

 
We’re not there to do their [parents’] job for them. We’re there to lend that support for 
them to be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel and be able to build their own 
relationships, partnerships, communities and give them the strength to do that (Eastlands 
Authority Final Seminar). 

 
The Scottish Government is clear that it looks to staff to take a role in providing professional 

advice and support to parents in guiding and supporting their children to become responsible 

citizens and contributing members of their neighbourhood communities. There is an implicit 

assumption in the Framework of professional expertise amongst staff being used to correct 

inherent weakness in parenting capacity in communities. This is in line with the Framework’s 

identification of weakness as the starting point for intervention. It is also consistent with the 

lines along which current services are organised and was reflected in staff participants’ 

perceptions of their locus in family and community work. A significant focus on such work is 

confined to areas and centres perceived to experience significant deficit in local communities. 

Staff in my study who were working in universal early years services considered their 

responsibilities for work in the community to be either minimal or non-existent. This was despite 

their acceptance of being in a very strong position to assume such responsibilities because of the 

relationships they already had with families and the knowledge they already held about local 

communities. Strategic staff in Eastlands acknowledged their perspective but also challenged it: 

 
…our resources are tied up with particular forms of delivery… You know your 
[targeted] service has had the flexibility to use staff in different ways; that is to go out 
and provide support in outreach. There are other [universal] services that don’t have the 
capacity to actually deliver that kind of support, and that’s what we’re trying to develop 
(Eastlands Authority Final Seminar). 

 
Staff perceptions of the purpose of intervention in local communities were broadly consistent 

with the Scottish Government view of identifying and dealing with weakness, which recalls the 

same policy approach to identified and perceived weakness within families discussed earlier in 

this chapter.  

 

Ultimately, a professional role which holds within it assumptions about community weakness on 

the one hand and a professional superiority of knowledge and expertise on the other creates a 
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power imbalance between families in communities and staff. It implies an authority for staff 

which is ultimately unhelpful to collaborative and integrated approaches. Collaborative 

approaches are, by nature flexible, are based in relationships rather than roles, and have an 

organic human interaction at their base (Mayall, 2000; Davis, 2011).  Where relationships are 

underpinned by feelings of inadequacy on one side and an assumption of authority on the other, 

the collaborative nature of such interactions becomes very difficult. Staff presumptions of 

authority in Eastlands Nursery, when working with families experiencing considerable 

challenge, are a case in point (see Chapter 7). 

 

Staff participants working within universal services in particular argued that they did not 

currently have the resource capacity or the understanding required to undertake such work and 

questioned how a required extension of responsibilities would fit with their current professional 

role. They expressed interest in and appreciation of the idea of integrated responses to families 

and communities and had a theoretical acceptance of collaborative ways of working which 

would extend their current professional roles. However, they were also concerned about and 

very protective of the distinct professional base from which they currently operated and would 

resist any dilution of that in the interests of the creation of a more generic role which would cut 

across existing professional boundaries. When I took this finding back to strategic staff from 

Westlands authority they affirmed these concerns but also looked for solutions: 

 
We certainly have a range of staff, but we don’t have that holistic care embodied in 
individuals. People have their own responsibilities and I think that sharing of 
information, communication to build up the holistic picture is the thing that is crucial… 
In the end, people have specialisms. It’s what people elected to do, trained to do, are 
good at doing… when you’ve got a range of people who are all very good at what they 
do, part and parcel of their roles should be about communicating what it is they do with 
families with one another (Westlands Authority Final Seminar). 

 
A major shift in understandings and expectations of professional roles and responsibilities for 

those working in mainstream early years services in local communities is therefore required if 

any capacity is to be created to work from an assumption of community strength rather than 

weakness. 

  

New understandings of the power relationships between staff and families in communities are 

needed such that collaboration is experienced as an affirming and strengthening process. An 
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acknowledgement of the inherent strength of all families and communities requires to be placed 

at the core of partnership responses in order to effect real change. Only then will it be possible 

for children to take full advantage of the opportunities for practicing citizenship in the social 

spaces they occupy. Appreciating democratic principles are part of an educative process for both 

adults and children which begins in adult and child relationships in both the home and in the 

nursery (Dunne, 2006; Moss, 2009). It is in actions in these spaces that democratic citizenship, 

as opposed to a consumer citizenship, is developed and learned and where children are changed 

and make change based on the use of their rights in a context of social responsibility (Hill, 2004; 

Dunne, 2006). 

 

Children, citizenship, power and control   

 
Social policy is always constructed in a cultural and political context (James and James, 2004). 

If it is to connect with and have relevance to the people whom it most affects, it must therefore 

be reflective of their lived experiences. These can only be understood where those people 

themselves have been acknowledged and involved as competent key stakeholders, including 

children. The extent to which the child is able to have a public role in her community and to 

contribute to a civic society in Scotland is therefore at the heart of the issue. If she is to be 

enabled to participate as a rights bearing citizen, she requires an adult acknowledgement of her 

competence as a stakeholder (Woodhead, 1999; Tisdall and Davis, 2004; Alderson, 2008).  

 

Adult understandings of the desirability of a child’s participation in civic society centre on 

perceptions of what resource she might represent, how useful it might be and on her capacity to 

deliver. A new legislative framework for children is emerging in Scotland. In its recognition of 

children’s rights and the new opportunities it offers to children for democratic engagement it 

might be regarded as significant in this respect. However, in the world of real politics, and 

particularly the professional understandings of those in education, adults’ perceptions of 

children’s place and their capacities continue to be influenced by ideas from developmental 

psychology (Paiget, 1953 and 1971, Kohlberg, 1981). These are based in the notion of the 

‘becoming child’ (Qvortrup, 1994) who, by definition, is weak and dependent.  As my study has 

indicated (see Chapter 7) professional responses to young children in Scotland continue to be 

based on an assumption of incompetence and a perceived need to guide and protect. This does 

not mean, however, that staff participants did not recognise or acknowledge the importance for 
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children of practicing skills and gaining confidence as contributors and co-constructors of their 

own social and physical environments. The ‘learning communities’ and ‘documentation’ 

practices of children and staff at Midtown Nursery, for example, clearly demonstrated the 

importance attached to building such capacity. Still, these initiatives were understood in the 

context of a child who is the learning apprentice being guided towards participation (see Rogoff, 

1990) rather than the independent agent of her own learning.   

 

Children’s capacity to engage democratically with their communities as recognised citizens in 

their own right (Wyness et al, 2004; Thomas, 2000 and 2005; Moss, 2007; Gillis, 2009) was 

little recognised by adult research participants, far less that they might represent an immediate 

resource of value to society. The constraints placed by both parents and staff in my study on 

children’s involvement in activity beyond the home and nursery made it difficult for any 

appreciation by adults of what children might be able to contribute.   

 

A child’s ability to realise her potential as an actor in the social and civic arenas is also 

dependent on how successfully the surrounding power relationships are understood and dealt 

with (Gallagher, 2008). Whether adults in Scotland consider it is desirable for a child to have the 

opportunity to participate in governance arrangements, at whatever level, is linked to perceptions 

of power. Power itself, it is argued, is not a force to be held, but rather, it is expressed through 

relationships and so can be claimed, reclaimed, resisted and redefined (Gallagher, 2008).  

 

There is an adult sense that the unpredictability of children and their perceived wilfulness in the 

face of accepted practice and custom may, if they are allowed to claim and perhaps redefine 

power, act as a destabilising influence on society (Thomas, 2000; Lansdown, 2001; Tisdall, 

2008). The result may be an unwelcome shift in the balance of power towards children 

themselves, something which adults will generally work to prevent (Thomas, 2005; Tisdall and 

Hill, 2005).   

 

Certainly, staff perceptions of their role were to protect but also to control, in what were 

perceived to be the wider interests of the community, and parent expectations were generally 

aligned with those of staff (see Chapter 7). These expectations ran wider, out into all the social 

spaces the child inhabits. Both parents and staff explained through several accounts of where 

they perceived children had been out of control, their disappointment that parents were not being 
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held to account for what were perceived to be their children’s infringements of a social order 

based in adult power and control (see Chapter 7). Structuralist ideas of socialisation appeared 

strongly in the expectations and ideas of both parents and staff participants. They were often 

associated with the imposition of routine and boundaries: 

 
Children have home routines and nursery routines and understand that these are 
different. They learn the routines and structure of the day very quickly and respond 
positively by improving concentration and social and play skills (Westlands Nursery 
Final Workshop) 

 
The place of the child as a social actor with her own powers which are reflected in her right to be 

heard (Tisdall and Hill, 2005; Thomas, 2005; Jensen, 2009), seem to have had little impact on 

adult participants’ understandings of the essential power relationships which govern adult and 

child behaviour. The adult is still expected to be firmly in control and the concept of the child 

citizen operating according to neo-liberal values of freedom, individual choice and independence 

(Kjorholt, 2007), appeared not to have too much resonance with either parent or staff 

participants in my research. 

 

Yet, when children in my study talked about their lives, the responsibilities they held and the 

contributions they felt they made they were not short of stories, from Toby’s family vegetable 

patch to Callum’s field of sheep. Although the clear understanding amongst adult participants 

was that opportunities for children to participate in their world were diminishing, children 

themselves did not necessarily consider that their social worlds were inordinately constrained. 

They were not diminished by the power structures within which they lived. They regarded 

themselves as capable of taking part in discourse with adults and did not restrict themselves in 

what they discussed or what they might legitimately have a view about. They seemed to use all 

the opportunities open to them to participate and showed understanding of some very broad 

issues, particularly when they were likely to impact on their lives. The question is not whether 

children have the capacity to participate it is whether and how they can gain access to 

opportunities to participate. 
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Summary  

 
It is my finding in this thesis that there is a conceptual misunderstanding in the Scottish 

Government’s thinking about the idea of community and of its applicability to the child’s 

experience in the postmodern world where experience of community is not necessarily 

geographically located. The Government’s aspirations for community strength and resilience 

may therefore be misplaced since they take little account of lived experience. 

 

Once again, and as they did with families, they create objectives for building capacity within 

communities without appreciating or acknowledging the detrimental impact of their wider social 

and economic policy agenda on the abilities of local communities to respond. 

 

Again, they assume a professional role within communities which is driven from the need to 

identify weakness rather than strength,  which creates the same power imbalances as it does with 

families, and which ultimately acts against collaborative forms of interaction with people in local 

partnerships. 

  

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, there is a conceptual conflict at the heart of the Scottish 

Government’s Framework document between a recognition of a child’s right to the use of her 

own agency in the pursuit of her own life aspirations, and a set of goals for children which are 

framed to create stability, continuity and the protection of their welfare These latter assume as 

necessary a level of adult control over children’s lives which runs counter to the development of 

capacity in children themselves (Prout, 2000; Mayall, 2000).  

 

There is a confusion in values at the heart of the document between those neo-liberal values 

which would support a child’s right to participate in the development of the policy environment 

of which she is both a subject and a consumer (Apple, 2011), and those welfare inspired values 

which would regard the adult’s primary responsibility as protecting children who are deemed 

incompetent and therefore incapable of participating to meaningful effect (Kirby and Woodhead, 

2003; Hill et al, 2004; Lancaster, 2010). The degree of commitment to a concept of the child as 

participating citizen is dependent on which set of values and which view of the child is dominant 

and on how the Scottish Government deals with the resulting power relationships between adults 

and children (Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005 and 2007; Smith, 2011).  
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Ideas of the democratisation of early childhood experiences and the connectedness of early 

childhood policy to the lived experiences of children (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Dunne, 2006) 

leave concerns in the Scottish context. Children’s voices in the development of policy are one 

significant way in which the Scottish Government can ensure that its policy objectives in early 

years are properly reflective of children’s own ideas and the lives they live. 

 

Ultimately, it is opportunities for children to take part in democratic decision-making which will 

act to strengthen democracy itself and to ensure that government policy is properly reflective of 

all relevant constituent voices, including those of children themselves (Lansdown, 2001; Hill et 

al, 2004; Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher, 2008).  Without those voices, a disconnect between 

policy and lived experience is almost inevitable.  

 

9.2.3 The competent, powerful and independent child: Theme three 

 
Theoretical arguments about the competence of the child centre on two opposing central ideas 

about her nature. Maturationists, schooled in the discourses of developmental psychology 

(Piaget,1971, Kohlberg, 1981), perceive the child to be an incompetent who, as she moves 

through childhood, becomes increasingly competent through the interventions and with the help 

of adults. She is always in need of adult surveillance and control (Hobbes, 1651). It is presumed 

that power is held by adults who act to protect the child both from her own nature and from 

dangers in her surrounding environment (MacNaughton, 2003; Hendrick, 2005 and 2009; Smith, 

2011). The child is constantly constrained by adult presence and an assumption of dependency. 

 

The opposing perception considers the child to be at her most powerful, her most natural and her 

experiences most fruitful for her development when she is free to exercise her own choices and 

make her own decisions without the influence or the interference of adults (Rousseau, 1762).  

Rousseau’s natural child is a competent child able to act of her own accord after making her own 

decisions about the safety of her actions. She is largely free of adult intrusion in her life as she 

negotiates and decides her own way through the challenges which it presents. It is in a 

consideration of the child’s capacity to make this journey that the two discourses about 

childhood are brought most sharply into relief. 
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Recent alternative views of the child’s competence and power have been made possible by the 

new sociology of childhood and its emphasis on the agency of children and their capacity to co-

construct their experiences along with adults. Social constructionism offers children control and 

power over their own lives but in the context of social spaces shared with adults (James et al, 

1998).  

 

Post-structural ideas of children’s agency provide yet further ways of seeing the power and 

competence of children through their use of discursive spaces (Lansdown, 2001; Moss and 

Petrie, 2002; Wyness et al, 2004; Thomas, 2005) and in the contexts of their families and 

communities (Stainton-Rogers, 2001; Corsaro, 2005; Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; Mayall, 

2009). Linked to these ideas are continuing theoretical concerns about the perceived threats to 

understandings of children’s competence and their power to act on their own worlds as 

independent actors.  

 

Taking risks: Conflicts and uncertainty 

 

A world where uncertainty is the only certainty requires the constant making of choices. It is a 

concern to secure and control a future in the face of that uncertainty by making the right choices 

which lies at the base of both a perceived need to assess risk and consequent preoccupations with 

ideas of safety (Giddens, 1999). For young children the ways in which adults consider values of 

independence and freedom against values of protection and safety, and how they reconcile the 

inevitable conflict between them through a consideration of the risks attached to both, indicate 

the levels of power children will be able to hold (Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008). It is a level 

of power which also brings with it responsibilities for children and requires a constant 

reassessment of risk (Giddens, 1999). How responsibilities are handled by children is an 

important measure of their personal growth. A child has a responsibility to risk assess vested in 

her as an automatic consequence of being given a level of power, freedom and independence 

(Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008). 

 

Adults in my study understood why children need such opportunities. The taking of risk was 

remembered from their own childhoods as being of significant value to their development of an 

independent sense of self. Recollections of such activities remained amongst the most vivid and 
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rich of memories of childhood play for adult participants, as their many accounts testified (see 

Chapter 8).  

 

In addition, an understanding of the role of children’s voice to self-determination in their lives, 

to their sense of control over their own futures (Lansdown, 2001 and 2005; Wyness et al, 2004; 

Thomas, 2005; Gillis, 2009) and to their decision making capacitities in situations of risk (Hope 

et al, 2007; Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008) was also understood. The Scottish Government 

expresses its commitment to the UNCRC in its aspirations for young children and makes explicit 

reference to the right to be heard. It also links the idea of independence of children with that 

right when decisions are being taken about their life situations. It is clear about its commitment 

to creating circumstances where children can practice skills as risk-takers, recognising their 

importance to children’s capacity for independent and responsible decision making.  

 

However, the Framework document shows no indication of any recognition of the inevitable 

links between supporting a child’s rights, her use of her own agency in assessing risks, and a 

belief in her essential power and competence to take them. Instead, rights are clearly understood 

as being in the gift of adults. They are not understood as the logical conclusion of a discourse 

which acknowledges the inherent capabilities of the child to determine her own life choices. 

They are not understood as the outcome of social understandings between adults and children, or 

between children themselves, which are based in relationships of mutual power and influence 

(Gallagher, 2008). Ultimately, children’s rights to exercise freedom and their capacity to take 

responsibility for themselves as powerful and independent people are construed by the Scottish 

Government as being dependent on an adult acceptance of their capabilities in caring for 

themselves, without the kind of constant adult surveillance described earlier in this chapter.   

 

It is argued that the degree of adult supervision of children’s play has become considerably more 

intrusive (Valentine and McKendrick, 1999) as risk aversion has increased. This was supported 

by adult participants in my research, as strategic staff made clear when I discussed this with 

them at a feedback seminar in Eastlands authority: 

 

I think of the conversations I engaged in with staff in a protected environment in the 
[nursery] and, ‘Oh, we can’t create a corner like that because we won’t be able to see 
them…’ You don’t let them go behind the shed because you can’t see them! (Eastlands 
Authority Final Seminar).  
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Adult participants described feeling conflict in their attitudes and responses to an accepted need 

for children to experience independent play as a way of developing confidence and competence 

as social actors and responsible decision makers. These conflicts arose as a result of concerns 

about the dangers children might be exposed to.  

 

The Scottish Government in the Early Years Framework, recognises the importance of risk 

taking for the development of young children’s confidence, but equates it with a responsibility 

for adults to provide children with opportunities for independent and particularly outdoor play, 

rather than for children themselves to create their own opportunities through peer negotiation. 

Much is made in the Framework document, for instance, of the development of ‘nature 

kindergartens’ and similar projects as a way of creating strength and independence.  

 

These initiatives, designed to allow children the opportunity to explore their capacities as 

independent decision makers through discovering and navigating their natural environment 

(Fjortoft, 2001), may indeed offer possibilities for a cultural shift in attitudes to children’s 

agency, from one underpinned overwhelmingly by the adult duty to protect to one that is 

underpinned by a different kind of relationship between adults and children, based in trust and 

confidence. It might encourage a child to use her own abilities to assess her world and make 

sensible decisions about how to navigate it safely, even at the expense of occasional accidents. It 

would acknowledge that even where activity results in accident, the benefit of the activity to 

children’s development may still outweigh the risk of harm. Thrilling play which feels a little 

dangerous, especially if it is part of social activity and involves other children, gives 

considerable satisfaction and a sense of achievement, as well as social and cultural acceptance 

amongst peers, if successful (Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008) 

 

It is my position in this thesis that there is a perceptual conflict between regarding children as 

uniquely at risk from both physical and human dangers, with the resulting adverse impact of a 

restriction on opportunities for development of their sense of independent self (Hope et al, 

2007), and recognising their capacity to establish powerful cultural relationships, on their own, 

with peers (Corsaro, 2005).  This conflict lies at the heart of the response to children’s risk 

taking behaviour by adults and is carried through into the Scottish Government’s Early Years 

Framework. An ongoing belief in the child as an incompetent in need of adult protection 



 
 

262 

continues to get in the way of new recognitions of the child’s power, agency and ability to assess 

her own risks and protect herself in conjunction with her peers.  

 

The emphasis in the Early Years Framework on the importance of risk taking to children’s 

development is a positive step towards a resolution of the conflict, though, yet again, the 

Framework fails to take account of the wider issues which create the very concerns for 

children’s safety which lead to adult constrictions on their opportunities for risk taking in the 

first instance. Omissions in the policy itself mean that behaviours in staff and parents which go 

against the policy’s own intentions are not being addressed. Alternative approaches to the 

management of risk through the development of trusting and collaborative relationships between 

adults and children based in recognition of children’s essential competence need to be allowed to 

flourish. The powerful capacity of children, alongside their peers, to use their independence and 

their innate competence to interpet and to create new, dynamic and shared meanings needs to be 

encouraged.  

    

Protecting children and the privatisation of play  

 

Considerable difficulty is created for adults in allowing children the necessary freedoms required 

to develop as competent, powerful and independent people (Valentine and McKendrick, 1997; 

Little, 2006) by their overwhelming sense of their responsibility to protect children from 

nameless, shadowy and predatory people. This was acknowledged by adult research participants 

in my study despite understanding that the fears they held were largely generated by media 

attention to a threat that may have changed little from their own childhood days. Adult 

participants were very aware that, as a result, they were placing physical boundaries around their 

own children’s play which they did not recollect from their own childhoods, to the considerable 

detriment of the resulting play experiences and their value for children’s capacity for 

independent and responsible decision-making.  

 

For staff, concerns about safety were exacerbated by the surrounding regulatory framework, as 

was made clear by High Green authority strategic staff in a feedback session: 

 

Nothing will change until we lessen the regulation… We’re just tying people up in 
knots. I don’t see how we can afford children the freedoms that we would want whilst 
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we have the current regulation…You know, if a child falls out of a tree and breaks their 
arm then we have a big huge report and we put lots of different things in place which 
means it will never happen again, which means children will never be able to 
explore…It’s an accident, and that child was doing [something] that really was 
enhancing their development… but we don’t seem to accept that (High Green Authority 
Final Seminar). 

 

Indeed, the unconstrained opportunities for outdoor play enjoyed by previous generations (Opie 

and Opie, 1976; Valentine and McKendrick, 1997; Clark, 2007; Hope et al, 2007) were reported 

by both adults and children in my study as being replaced to a significant degree by organised 

and structured play experiences led by adults. Children did not report these substitute activities 

as offering opportunity for social discourse or as ways of exercising their capacity as decision 

makers and social actors (see Chapter 8). They were generally accessed and experienced as 

relatively solitary, usually for gaining a skill in a narrowly defined area of expertise like baton 

twirling or martial arts. 

 

Curtailment of opportunities to have a ‘secret’ life (Opie and Opie, 1976; Valentine and 

McKendrick, 1997; Corsaro, 2005; Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008) was understood and 

clearly illustrated in the stories of parents and of staff (see Chapter 8). However, children’s 

photographs and stories also demonstrated that they continued to use their ingenuity to find ways 

of separating themselves off from adults and conducting a social life which was out of sight and 

remained ‘secret’ from the adult world.  

 

Even so, adult participants’ anxieties about children’s safety  brought their outdoor play into the 

private spaces of the back garden. Many of the children’s photographs showed back gardens 

overtaken by a proliferation of commercially produced and often expensive play equipment (see 

Chapter 8). For the child, this was not a substitute for exploring the natural world around her 

through the woods, in streams, down by the harbour, or even gap sites in cities (Valentine and 

McKendrick, 1997; Fjortoft, 2001). It also placed considerable limits on the value of play 

experiences for negotiations with peers, and the social intercourse which was so necessary for 

the child’s development of confidence and sense of power in her dealings with the world around 

her (Opie and Opie, 1976; Valentine and McKendrick, 1997) Adult participants acknowledged 

these limitations (see Chapter 8), which mirrored, in their effect, the limits created by children’s 

disjointed view of neighbourhood community previously discussed and prevented children from 

developing the collective peer cultures experienced by their parents as children.  



 
 

264 

 

At the same time as the child must deal with the encroachment of adults into her natural play 

worlds, she must accept that the privatisation of her life also means a greater degree of her time 

is spent indoors than was likely to be the case for her parents (Robb, 2001; Hope et al, 2007).  If 

she is indoors and at home her parents can rest easy that she is physically safe. 

 

Adult participants reported that, as a result of the drive indoors, even very young children were 

making ever-greater use of new technology in their play (see Chapter 8). Children were reported 

by adults in my study as conducting social relationships often in a virtual sense rather than 

through real social networks developed in the physical world. The positive benefits of 

technology to young children (Stephen, McPake and Plowman, 2010), were recognised by adult 

participants. However, they also expressed concerns about the preoccupations some children 

displayed with computer games, even when these were played collaboratively with friends in 

their respective homes. These concerns were particularly noticeable amongst staff participants, 

who perceived some young children as suffering socially and emotionally from too much and 

too liberal access to new technology which they considered to be inappropriate (see Chapter 8). 

The physical world of real decision-making and real consequences they suggested was being 

replaced by a virtual world of imagined decisions and fantasy outcomes.  

 

Concerns about technology also centred around children being able to access material in the 

relative privacy of their bedrooms, where some adult participants perceived children to spend too 

much time cut off from collective family living and where adults may not have had the control 

they perceived they required over what children are doing.   

 

Adult concerns about children’s safety are perceived to have a constraining effect on children’s 

play and on their opportunities for an independent life beyond the gaze of adults. This is 

regarded as reducing the parameters of the child’s world and creating greater reliance on new 

technologies for conducting social relationships and pursuing leisure activity. The Early Years 

Framework reflects none of these concerns about what is perceived to be an increasing 

privatisation of the child’s experience and its negative impact on her sense of independence and 

her capacity to negotiate the social and physical environments she lives in, especially her 

opportunities to see herself as part of a collective peer culture.  



 
 

265 

Summary 

 
The connection between a child’s opportunities to exercise her capacity as an independent 

decision maker through assessing and managing risk in her everyday life, and recognition that 

this capacity has application in the wider civic arena is important (Christensen and Mikkelsen, 

2008). It impacts on her abilities to take part, as a social actor alongside adults. It is the finding 

of this thesis that where her capacity to act independently is substantially denied out of adult 

fears for her safety her power to make choices and decide for herself are taken away from her 

and her confidence in her ability to negotiate the wider world is eroded as she becomes fearful of 

her own social and physical environment. She is the dependent child rather than the independent, 

competent and powerful child. Without proper recognition of her capacity she is stripped of any 

opportunity to take part in wider social discourse, particularly in the democratic political arena. 

She becomes the silenced child who has no political say and no political identity beyond that of 

her family. 

 

Even though children in my study, as has already been discussed, found ways of taking 

responsibility, of developing independence and being powerful in their lives, when these are 

restricted to the private world of the family or when they are not recognised by adults as being a 

legitimate part of a child’s experience and are disallowed on the grounds of safety, they are not 

regarded as ways in which children should experience their lives.  Adults will work to deny 

children such opportunities out of concern. Even though adult participants expressed 

considerable degrees of anxiety about the perceived lack in children’s lives created by the 

imposition of restrictions on their opportunities for independent play, their assumed 

responsibility for keeping children safe was regarded as paramount.  

 

The Scottish Government, whilst it has recognised the importance of risk taking to children and 

has indicated a commitment to increase children’s opportunities for play experiences which 

expose them to risk, has shown no awareness in the Early Years Framework of the concerns for 

children’s safety emanating from outside the family. These concerns amongst adult participants 

were pervasive and, adults reported, were promoted to parents and to staff by the media (see 

Chapter 8). They also represent the philosophical and political underpinnings of the regulatory 

framework within which staff operate and which so constrained their role (Little, 2006; Waters 

and Begley, 2007) because it is based in risk aversion rather than risk management (Christensen 
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and Mikkelsen, 2008). Both staff and parent participants indicated they considered they have no 

capacity to ameliorate these concerns or deal with the wider dangers which they perceive 

children to face as a result.  

 

In this instance, too, the Scottish Government has taken no account of the perceptions and 

understandings of the wider social circumstances in which children and families live. It has not 

acknowledged or taken account of the pressures families and professional staff experience which 

emanate from ideas about children’s safety and which impact on their sense of responsibility for 

children. It has set out its commitment to increasing opportunities for risk taking for children 

without considering how children might then use the competency and capacity as independent 

decision makers it will give them in a wider world; a wider world which still continues to work 

against their agency through fears about their safety. Neither has it considered how such 

capacities will impact on children’s powers to go on and make an impact on the wider civic 

world.   

 

Adults may make efforts to counteract the effects of the restrictions on children’s lives which the 

imperative of safety brings, and some of these were described by adult participants in my 

research (see Chapter 8). Children themselves demonstrated the many ways in which they take 

responsibilities in the home which allowed them to manage risk and helped them towards an 

independent view of themselves. However, the inevitable outcome of the safety and child 

protection imperatives is that the controlled child discourse (Hobbes, 1651) has won out over the 

natural child discourse (Rousseau, 1762). Postmodern discourses of agency, choice and self-

determination for children (James et al, 1998), particularly as these are negotiated between 

generations (Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008) are in danger of being effectively silenced 

without Government recognition of the underlying concerns about children’s safety. That 

recognition is necessary if adult fears which currently constrain children and drive them indoors 

out of sight of the public world are to be allayed and children allowed to occupy communal 

spaces and effectively use their own abilities to manage their own lives.  

 

9.2.4 The child, her imagination, and self-image: Theme four 

 
Imaginative play, according to social constructivists like Vygotsky and cultural psychologists 

such as Bruner (1976), is the medium by which a child understands her world, interprets its 
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enduring social values and rules for herself, and ultimately finds her own place in it (Bruner, 

1976). By so doing, she is also acting to transfer those same social values and rules from one 

generation to the next, albeit through the lens of her own interpretation (Corsaro, 2005).  

 

She is dependent on adult frames of reference for her play and is the ‘becoming child’ of 

developmental psychology (Qvortrup, 1994). However, her sense of who she is, is explored 

through her imaginings of herself and her interpretations of her social world. Social 

constructivism is a modernist paradigm which, whilst it allows for a child’s uniqueness of 

experience, provides for continuity in the ways in which she understands herself through her 

relationships within her own culture.  

 

A postmodern perspective on a child’s imaginative play and its relationship with self-image, on 

the other hand, regards imagination as a way of allowing the child to see herself reflected in the 

many relationships she holds with the people around her (Holland and Lave, 2001; Edmiston, 

2008). Her image has many different shapes as it is refracted through the different relationships 

she engages in.  There is no single enduring idea of self for the child but, rather, a collection of 

different images which morph and change and are influenced by her encounters with the wider 

social and economic environment in which she lives (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2006; 

Stainton-Rogers, 2000; Mayall, 2002). 

 

Postmodern ideas of culture are equally of a dynamic ever-changing environment in which there 

is constant exchange between the image and identity of the individual and that of the culture of 

which she is a part, each acting on and changing the other to create a pluralist society. The 

development of self-image for the child is, therefore, inevitably tied into postmodern ideas of the 

market, as it is reflected in media images with which she can identify, and as it impacts on the 

play experiences which are available to her (Robb, 2001; Mayall, 2002; James, 2007).  It is these 

links which have caused concern and led to much contested discourses about the disappearance 

of childhood, as it is suggested it comes under attack from the interests of the media and the 

world of commerce (Postman, 1994; Qvortrup, 1999; Cook, 2004; Palmer, 2006; Guldberg, 

2009). 
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The child’s imagination and the natural world  

 
Adult participants were strong in their commitment to children’s play, recognising its 

importance to development of an inner sense of self. Imaginative play was particularly valued, 

not least because it occupied a large place in adult participant memories, where it was associated 

with the outdoor play already referred to several times in this chapter. It also often described 

very physical relationships with natural worlds which involved children getting ‘clarty’ [filthy] 

as one High Green staff member recalled or ‘stinking’ as an Eastlands staff member 

remembered. It also created powerful evocations of touch and smell.  

 

Playthings were remembered by adult participants as being drawn largely from the natural world 

and then imagined into other manifestations which fitted with the alternative worlds they were 

creating. Adult participants recalled being very resourceful in their quest for props to support 

their play and being supported by parents and other adults in local communities willing to devote 

time to helping them source and make what they perceived they needed. The ‘summer of stilts’ 

recalled by a High Green adult participant is a case in point.  

 

Adults recalled these types of experiences as offering them opportunities to command their play 

worlds and to test out their suppositions about themselves in imagined environments. The power 

of such experiences in developing a strong and enduring sense of self-image is self-evident. 

 

For children today the question is whether such experiences are still possible given the kinds of 

constraints on children’s play already discussed, caused by the wider social environment around 

the family and the lack of social cohesion in communities. If, for these reasons, the child is 

unable to access the outdoors and the natural world to the extent that her parents did it might be 

hard to see how she has the same opportunity to test herself and to consider herself and who she 

is. Yet these opportunities are not totally lost.  

 

Children still get very messy and run around gardens being soldiers and turning sticks into guns. 

They turn the garden hose on and run riot in the sand pit creating enormous amounts of fun and 

mess and a lot of wet washing. They still make cups of tea and perfume out of petals, as my own 

granddaughter did recently from the roses in my garden. From the stories told by children, they 
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still make imaginative and alternative uses of objects and turn them into playthings beyond their 

original function or the intentions of the manufacturer.  

 

Opportunities still exist for children to engage in imaginative play which allow them to explore 

and search out their own identities as they see these reflected in the natural world around them, 

though the perception of adult participants in my research was that the richness of these 

opportunities is diluted by the constraints imposed on children’s access to that world out of fears 

about their safety. The outside world is at once a place of excitement and imagination which 

offers all sorts of riches to children, and a perceived place of danger, which offers all kinds of 

threats which children are not being enabled to manage, as discussion at several points in this 

chapter has already indicated. 

 

In summary, the Early Years Framework sets out the Scottish Government’s commitment to 

children’s play without any explicit understanding of its importance to the development of 

imagination and a sense of self. Neither, as has already been discussed, does it acknowledge the 

perceived dangers to children’s play which cause adults to constrain children’s opportunities. In 

both of these senses, the policy falls short of a proper consideration of the total play environment 

of the child and therefore is not reflective of the child’s world, real or imagined. It demonstrates 

only limited understanding of the play world she occupies and its importance to her. In addition, 

it does not deal with the challenges adults face in providing her with what she needs to realise it. 

 

Imagination, image and the influence of commercialism 

 

Parents in neo-liberal marketised economies are required to work to earn the money required to 

increase material wealth to afford the lifestyle choices they want to be able to make for their 

children (Roedder, 1999; Robb, 2001). Children themselves have been turned into consumers 

with the power of choice between commercial products designed to satisfy the markets (Cook, 

2004). The assumption of some adult participants in my study was that their recollected access to 

imaginative play opportunities based in the natural world of the outdoors was, as a consequence, 

under threat. 
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Children are an important sector in the developed world’s markets and they are the target of 

much commercial campaigning as potential consumers. The child as consumer is the child with 

agency able to influence the commercial world with her choices (Cook, 2004). The impact has 

been a proliferation in the range of toys and games available to children, many of them allied to 

comprehensive marketing campaigns covering several media and branding of many products. 

 

The degree to which children accept what the market tells them through the media, and what 

messages they receive about themselves based on their selection of toys and other commercial 

products was considered by adult participants as important. They were concerned that the 

messages to children from the media may be potentially damaging to their self-image when they 

were perceived to use inappropriate means to ‘sell’ to them, including sexual images and 

messages (see Chapter 8). There was a perception that children’s innocence was under attack 

and that they, as adults, should be able to protect them. However, their overriding concern was 

that the media and the commercial world have entered into an alliance too powerful to break. 

Children are perceived to be at risk from predatory behaviour from adults, even when that comes 

from the collective direction of advertising (Meyer, 2007). 

 

The idea that the child has the same understanding of sexual messages as an adult underpins the 

argument that children’s innocence must be protected. When children appear to collude with the 

sexual intentions of adults by wearing clothes with ambiguous messages or putting on kitten 

heels, or applying pretend or even real make up, it is almost always the female child who is 

considered to be in moral danger, regardless of how she might perceive her behaviour. It is she 

who is in danger of losing her innocence and, by so doing, losing her entire childhood. Her 

innocence is to be protected by adults because it is symbolic of a shared humanity (Meyer, 

2007). Yet children in my study did not appear to hold the same ideas of sexuality as adults. 

They took an entirely innocent view of some of their possessions and their play activities which 

adult participants in my research perceived as possibly prematurely sexualising (see Chapter 8). 

 

The desire to protect the innocence of children by controlling the child’s use of the media is 

strong (Robb, 2001). Yet, in the end, the notion of a market invading the social realms of the 

child and telling the child what to think is in contradiction with the idea of the child with power 

and agency acting as a sophisticated consumer making her mark on the markets as much as any 

adult consumer (Roedder, 1999; Cook, 2004; James, 2009). It also ignores the considerable 
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impact on the market of parents themselves, as they strive to buy the ‘right’ toys which give the 

most benefit to their children (Moran, 2002). The question of whether a toy is a key which 

unlocks the door to a child’s imagination has been somewhat left behind. The intrinsic value of a 

toy lies in the access it gives to her imagination. If a toy fails to give entry to a world in which 

the child can go somewhere else or be someone else, the toy is of no value (Warner, 2009). 

 

There continues to be a considerable policy tension in the Scottish Government’s Early Years 

Framework document between its desire to promote the importance of the family and the 

community to young children’s experience of childhood and its adherence to the demands of the 

market. 

 

Summary  

 

The postmodern idea of  multiple self images refracted and reflected through social connection 

and experience, which interact with and impact on understandings of culture and social value, 

sits comfortably with an idea of childhood which is informed by plural ideas of family life and 

of community diversity. The child builds and then uses these multiple images of herself as she 

constantly renegotiates her understanding of her place in her family and community. It is a 

dynamic space she occupies, one which is ever changing and where she continually 

demonstrates her competence as a social actor, including as part of a consumerist society of 

which she is an important part.  

 

Yet, adults appear to have considerable difficulty in considering her demonstrated competence 

as an enabling and life enhancing quality. They express concern for the potential loss of her 

innocence, in the context of their own perceived responsibility to protect. This is most 

particularly felt in relation to their fears of  commercial attempts through the media to entice 

children towards the market and the commodification of childhood itself. Childhood innocence 

is equated, for parents, with play in the natural world using natural materials. Manufactured toys, 

especially new technology and social media, are viewed with suspicion.  

 

The Scottish Government makes no acknowledgement of this area of childhood experience in 

the Framework document. It shows no understanding of the concerns expressed by adult 

participants and has no answers for them when they outline their thoughts about what they 
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perceive to be theoretical responsibilities to protect children and yet a sense of powerlessness to 

act against the combined powers of the market and the media. 

 

Equally, the Framework, by making no explicit reference to the role of imaginative play in the 

development of a child’s self image and therefore not recognising it when creating policy goals, 

has created a policy vacuum which has allowed potential commercial exploitation of the world 

of children’s play.       

 
9.3 Chapter Summary  

 
Ideas of childhood are reflective of the social environment within which they are formed. Both 

adult and child participants in my research were influenced by the wider social, economic and 

political environment in which they act and are acted upon, whether they were aware of this or 

not. Within this, policy impacted on their daily lives and their lived experiences and could be a 

positive and enabling influence or a constraint, whether they realised it or not. 

 

Policy itself is not value or power neutral. It is formed by people to achieve a political and a 

social end and is meant to impact on the lives of the people it is targeted at. The Early Years 

Framework is the defining policy document in Scotland for young children and their families 

and communities, at present. It is designed to frame the lives of young children through the 

support which it makes possible for families and to frame the ways in which services and the 

staff who work in them will operate.  

 

How successful the Scottish Government will be in achieving its explicitly future oriented aims 

for young children is dependent on how well the Framework document reflects aspirations for 

childhood held by families and the real lived experiences of children and families in Scotland. It 

must also reflect the understandings and concerns of parents about the challenges they and their 

children face from the social and economic worlds they live in.  Finally, it depends on the 

understandings of staff of the relevance of the policy Framework to their work, and their belief 

in and commitment to the changes it requires to their roles and responsibilities and the 

relationships they have with colleagues and with families. 
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My research has looked at all of these issues in the context of three questions: 

 

1. What ideas of early childhood are expressed by the Scottish Government in its key 

policy document the Early Years Framework? 

 

2. How congruent are these ideas of early childhood with those expressed by people 

working within and using early years services in Scotland? 

 

3. How are these ideas of early childhood and the Framework’s objectives relating to staff 

roles and responsibilities then reflected in working arrangements and the experiences of 

staff, parents and children in early years settings? 

 

It has allowed me to consider them in the context of four narrative themes which emerged from 

the data from my field work, each relating to a key area of experience for children themselves: 

the family, the community, the wider world, and the inner world of the child’s imagination.  

 

In answer to my first question, based on my review of literature and the research findings from 

my field work, the Scottish Government’s ideas of childhood are only clearly defined in relation 

to a desire to create resilience and strength in children. The Government is explicit in its 

intentions to invest in early childhood to create such resilience and strength because of its 

understanding that this will pay dividends in adult life when children will become contributing 

adults to a neo-liberal market economy. Its view of childhood is future oriented and largely 

confined to creating the consumer citizen of tomorrow, paying only scant regard to either the 

safeguarding of social democracy through its work with children and families, or to children’s 

capacity as social actors in their own right, and no regard at all to the importance of the inner 

world of a child’s imagination.     

 

In answer to my second question, there is only limited congruence between these ideas of 

childhood and those expressed by staff working within and parents and children using early 

years services in Scotland. Adult participants had aspirations for children which were more 

holistic in nature, which acknowledged the child’s strength and richness and the importance of 

the immediacy of experience for the child rather than her future worth. Children from my 

research described lives with their families which, despite all the concerns expressed by their 
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parents and the staff they came into contact with, were rich and diverse. They had a very 

different sense of community to that of the Scottish Government and even to their parents. 

Though they did not have access to the same kinds of opportunities for play and a social life 

beyond the eyes of adults as their parents and staff recalled, they were not diminished by their 

experiences of childhood and found other opportunities to express their agency and sense of 

independence. Though they undoubtedly came under commercial and media pressures never 

experienced by their parents as children, they appeared not to be overwhelmed by them and 

continued to exercise independent choices about their play and what was important to them.  

 

In answer to my final question, as I have demonstrated throughout this chapter, because the 

Scottish Government is ultimately confused in what it sets out to do in the Early Years 

Framework, and given that it starts from a modernist conception based in a dualism of strength 

or weakness in families and communities, there is a mismatch between its objectives relating to 

staff roles and responsibilities and both the practice within early years settings and the lived 

experiences of children and families themselves. This is particularly the case because the 

Framework document takes no account of the wider social and economic challenges faced by 

families and communities. This omission impacts on the Scottish Government’s objectives for 

staff roles and responsibilities and makes them largely invalid and irrelevant.  

 

As for children themselves, the children I worked with generally had a very optimistic view of 

their lives and their futures. They felt they were useful, contributing members of their families 

and communities. They were secure in their relationships. Most had confidence in who they 

were. They felt their lives were full and they appeared not to be concerned or unusually 

constrained by the kinds of wider challenges which their parents, understandably,  may have 

perceived they faced.  

 

Theoretical understandings of childhood have centred on broad disagreements about the nature 

of the child and the ways in which she interacts with her world. The discourse of the controlled 

child and the opposing discourse of the natural child are still very prevalent and influential in 

thinking and practice relating to childhood, despite their roots in philosophical ideas from 

several centuries ago. As I have shown, these discourses are reflected variously within 

professional understandings of working with young children, and in the policy document itself 

with its insistence on the need for strong parental and community involvement in the 
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socialisation of children and, conversely, in its admiration and support for nature kindergartens.  

However, these discourses are being challenged, at least theoretically, by new discourses born 

out of wider ideas of postmodernism and the new dynamics of a post-structural world, the world 

of neo-liberalism, including self-determination, individual freedoms and enterprise and choice. 

There are inevitable tensions between these paradigms as they play out in the policy arena but 

there are also tensions around the child in the family and her community experiences as she 

negotiates her life, as my research has demonstrated.  

 

There is a tension between the adult need to control and the child’s need for self-realisation, and 

depending on how this tension is handled, spaces for children to participate are either opened up 

or closed down. Where the need for control is allied with a desire to protect children as a way of 

protecting the future, the child is in danger of losing her right to a voice. Adult concerns to 

impose stability and continuity in the face of increasing uncertainty in a postmodern world ruled 

by the values of a global market economy (Prout, 2000) act to silence children. However, where 

there has been recognition and acceptance of neo-liberal values of individualism, freedom, 

enterprise and self-actualisation, there has been a corresponding acceptance of the agency of the 

child as child citizen (Kjorholt, 2007) though the child citizen who is also a consumer (Dunne, 

2006). Individualism goes along with the capacity to make choices. It is more difficult to see the 

individual where that capacity is reduced because of poverty or other structural effects of social 

and economic policy (Prout, 2000).  

 

My research indicates that the policy direction for the Scottish Government, as displayed in the 

Early Years Framework, is confused. It looks to a secure future and regards young children as an 

investment in that future, a modernist idea based in the creation of stability and continuity. It 

looks to create flexibility in the early years ‘market’ and emphasises the resilience and self-

reliance of the child, her family and the community, at the same time as it seeks to build new 

stakeholder partnerships to secure consumer choice. These are all neo-liberal ideas and values 

which run contrary to modernist ideas of stability and continuity. Finally, it holds onto pre-

sociological ideas of childhood in its emphasis on the importance of socialisation of children and 

the assumption of the essential dependency of childhood. It does this at the same time as it 

acknowledges and wishes to promote the agency of the child through a commitment to her rights 

under the UNCRC. It professes to support the strong resilient child but at the same time works 
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from a position of assumption of weakness. Intervention is targeted at rectifying weakness rather 

than recognising and building strength. 

 

For children and their families, experience of childhood is also influenced by the wider social 

and economic circumstances which impact on their lives. These are perceived to leave children 

facing challenges today that adult participants do not recall from their own childhoods. They 

emanate from perceived dangers relating to a breakdown of collectively shared values and the 

erosion of family capacity and cohesion of communities caused by adherence to the materialism 

of market values and the rise of individualism. Individual rights, if they are not accompanied by 

an insistence on the promotion of participation in social democracy, are regarded as ultimately 

detrimental to the social fabric.  

 

The individualism of neo-liberalism and the materialism of a consumerist society appear to 

impact negatively on the capacity of families and communities to provide the kind of childhood 

experiences which the adult participants in my research considered essential to young children in 

Scotland. 
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Chapter 10 Conclusion 
 
Overview of the thesis 
 
I have brought to my research a set of ideas and expectations from my personal and professional 

lives which has inevitably been reflected in the final outcome of this thesis. I have interpreted 

the many stories told to me by people who engaged in my research in a way which is ultimately 

my own and reflects the things I found interesting and, hopefully, insightful and original.  

 

Simply the ability to make this construct and for my own ‘truth’ to inform it, is also an 

admission of my power in relation to all of the people who engaged with me and shared my 

journey. Even so, I have achieved what I set out to do which was to co-construct a research 

process in which participants, even the youngest of children, had an input and a measure of 

control over how my truth was formed and, in the process, constructed their own. I also tried 

very hard to preserve their many voices through the method of analysis I used and by checking 

back with them at key stages in the process. Ultimately, I believe I have achieved a measure of 

success in making this thesis one which reflects the shared understandings we came to. 

 
10.1 My Contribution to Knowledge and Understanding 

 
This thesis has brought together conceptual ideas about childhood in Scotland with the Scottish 

Government’s policy context for early years to clarify the impact of the key policy aspirations on 

children’s and adults’ experiences of using and working in early years services. What has been 

revealed is a disconnect between the concepts of childhood underpinning the Scottish 

Government’s key policy document, the Early Years Framework, and those described in the 

aspirations of adult participants in my research and the direct experiences of children 

themselves. It stems from a significant lack of recognition in the policy of the reality of lived 

experience for children and their families which threatens to undermine the policy objectives and 

ultimately the success of the Scottish Government’s policy strategy itself. 

 

My research has allowed me to develop new perspectives on early childhood in Scotland 

drawing on material that has not been brought together before to explore a particular policy-

practice interface. It has illuminated the tensions I have described throughout this thesis in 



 
 

278 

implementing early years policy in Scotland in ways which may start to provide some useful 

ways of thinking about them as well as offering potential solutions.  

  

Theories of childhood are based in wider social and cultural understandings of the role and place 

of families and communities in society, as well as social and economic aspirations. I have 

revealed through my examination of the literature that there is a clear link between the wider, 

neo-liberal informed social and economic goals of the Scottish Government and ideas about 

childhood held within its key policy document, the Early Years Framework. This has resulted in 

a narrowly focused, future oriented understanding of the importance of early childhood, which, 

as my evidence has revealed, does not fully reflect the aspirations for childhood held by parents 

and staff in my study or the experiences of children themselves. 

 

Although other research perspectives of the place of the child within the family and postmodern 

ideas of plurality of family life have been amply supported by the data from my research, adult 

participants demonstrated, with a considerable level of clarity, the ways in which, as a result of 

the demands for labour of a market economy, they considered the family was under threat and 

community cohesion had reduced to a point where capacity to support children for the most part 

had been lost. This had resulted for parents in my study in a breakdown in trusting community 

relations which previously had allowed a sense of collective community responsibility for 

children to prevail. As my research has clearly demonstrated, this loss of trust has resulted in the 

privatisation of childhood experience through parental efforts to keep their children safe in what 

they perceive to be a predominantly hostile world whilst they are out at work. There was a 

resulting curtailment of opportunity for children in my study to engage in independent play with 

peers, though they continued to experience a richness of shared experiences within their families 

which belied some of the concerns their parents expressed. Still, it is clear that this is perceived 

to be a circular process spiralling downwards towards the disintegration of neighbourhood 

communities and yet, as my research indicates, the Scottish Government has not recognised the 

key social and economic inter-relationships with which it needs to engage if it is to make a 

successful intervention to strengthen families and communities, as is its aspiration.  

 

My research has also shown that children in my study have a different experience of community 

from the geographically based one envisaged by the Scottish Government in its Framework 

document. It is one based on relationships rather than place and, results in a disjointed view of 
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the geography of community, giving the child a distorted and only partial idea of the 

neighbourhood in which she lives. This is yet another indication of the disconnect between the 

aspirations of the Scottish Government and the lived experiences of children. 

 

Other research perspectives about the rights of children, and their capacity to use these as 

contributing members of their communities, are understood in the context of a neo-liberal 

emphasis on the individual and her freedom to make choices based in a consumer society. They 

impact on her capacity to use her own agency in contributing to a social democracy of which she 

is a part. For those who took part in my study, ideas of children’s contribution to a social 

democracy were largely absent. Difficulties presented for children’s participation in their 

communities were linked to the same concerns which participants in my study had already 

identified in relation to privatisation of childhood and community breakdown. In contrast, the 

neo-liberal child as consumer citizen was well recognised by adults in my study, and children 

themselves recognised the market economy in which they lived by their knowledge and use of 

the consumer choices open to them. Whilst recognising children’s rights, and especially the right 

to be heard, my research has revealed in a new and clear way, that the Scottish Government has 

not appreciated the application of that right to the child’s abilities as participant in a social 

democracy. Neither has it acknowledged the child as a consumer citizen and the kinds of choices 

open to her. There is a resulting gap in the policy for early years which inevitably limits its value 

and constrains its aspirations. 

 

Theoretical understandings of risk and the value of risk-taking behaviours are reflected in wider 

understandings of their place in making complex choices in a postmodern world of plurality. In 

relation to children, they are also reflected in their capacity to take responsibility for themselves 

as independent and competent individuals rather than passive and dependent recipients of adult 

protection. My research has demonstrated that the Scottish Government has used the Early Years 

Framework to promote and encourage managed risk taking behaviour by children particularly in 

the context of outdoor play. Adults in my study also appreciated the value of such play. 

However, the restrictions on opportunities for risk taking outside of the nursery were very 

evident from children in my study. Adult preoccupations with safety and protection thwart 

children’s ability to demonstrate their own competence.  My research has revealed the Scottish 

Government in its Early Years Framework has little to say about this and has, as a result, 

demonstrated another gap in its understanding of childhood. 
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Postmodern arguments present children’s use of imaginative play as both culturally situated and 

reflective of the plural social worlds they occupy. Understandings of self move and shift 

depending on the roles occupied and the relationships being pursued. Parents and staff in my 

study expressed considerable concerns that the consumer driven neo-liberal market was pushing 

children’s priorities in their play and their desires towards the acquisition of more and more 

material possessions. It was also subjecting them to market influences which they considered 

were harmful. Children in my study were generally very aware and knowledgeable about 

advertising targeted at them. However, they displayed no premature understandings or 

behaviours of the sort which concerned adults. Again, the Scottish Government makes no 

reference in the Framework document to the commercial environment in which children and 

families live and so ignores an area of childhood of major concern to parents and staff in my 

study. Once again, there is a mismatch between the policy intention and the perspectives of adult 

participants in my study. 

 

It is clear to me that there are major weaknesses and omissions in the Early Years Framework 

which have been revealed for the first time in Scotland as a result of my research. It fails to 

address a number of key concerns for families and communities in Scotland. However, I believe 

that my research has the strength of coming at a time in Scotland’s history when it has the 

opportunity to develop a new sense of itself, post devolution, as a nation in a postmodern world. 

It is in a position to be uniquely self-reflective and able to consider radical arguments about the 

philosophical and conceptual underpinnings it wishes to use in pursuit of its social and economic 

aspirations. The Scottish Government, through the Early Years Framework has shown itself to 

have begun the journey towards a clear vision for early childhood in Scotland, but it has several 

important tensions and omissions within it which limit its value and its relevance to children, 

families and communities in Scotland. These need to be addressed if the Framework is to 

properly reflect a shared vision for early childhood which children, families and communities 

themselves can commit to and which is able to be delivered through the services they access.   

 

I believe a final key strength of my research has been the unique way in which I sought and 

obtained the views of children themselves. If appropriate methods are used with which children 

can interact and which have meaning for them, they offer very rich and engaging data relating to 

their ideas and experiences which considerably enhance and deepen adult understandings about 
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their lives. They make real the theoretical ideas about the agency of children and the engagement 

and participation of even the youngest of children in democratic processes. The interactive 

methods I used to elicit children’s views gave them a unique and easily accessible opportunity to 

demonstrate their competence and their ability to act and contribute independently of adults. My 

contribution to research with young children therefore lies in the approaches I took which saw 

them as co-researchers and which allowed them to share their own stories about the parts of their 

lives which interested them. The use of a puppet to engage the children and as an aid in 

explaining the research intentions in ways they could understand, whilst not unique in research 

with children, was an important part of developing an intuitive approach to gaining privileged 

access to children’s private family lives. 

 

 
10.2 My Learning and Development 
 

I am not a natural academic. I came to this work with long practical and managerial experience 

in the context of early years, a great deal of curiosity about a theoretical perspective which I 

knew very little about, an enormous amount of enthusiasm for the subject area and a sense of 

personal and intellectual challenge I had not experienced for a very long time. I have not been 

disappointed in any respect.  

 

I have learned about the theory of childhood to a level of complexity I could not have imagined. 

I have considered the inter-relatedness of theory across economic, social and political boundaries 

and I have come to appreciate postmodern perspectives in a way that I didn’t expect.  I have had 

the privilege of working at close hand with children, parents and staff in four early years settings 

across Scotland where I have been delighted by the enthusiastic way in which everyone, but 

children particularly, engaged with the research subject. I have learned about the huge diversity 

as well as the commonalities in participants’ lives and have been pleased but not surprised by the 

competence with which children negotiate often very complex relationships and life 

circumstances on a daily basis.  Equally, the strength and resilience of some parents in facing 

considerable challenges in their families, and their abilities to keep on trying for their children 

has been a revelation. Despite the constraints on their roles imposed by services which may 

currently offer limited opportunity for holistic and collaborative work with families, many staff 

in my study showed a considerable level of concern for and commitment to families. It speaks 
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well to their ability to take on such work, should the circumstances be created which would give 

them the capacity and the responsibility to do it.  

 

Finally, I have learned about authority and its power when it is vested in professional roles, but 

equally, how to use other means of attaining and using power. As a senior local authority 

manager I held an automatic authority which went with my role. It gave me power and influence 

which was not associated with who I was but rather, what I represented. The power of the 

professional when dealing with children and families comes from the same authority. As a 

student researcher going into a setting where I held no power and where I was forced to 

negotiate my entire research programme each time, I gained some insight into the perspective of 

a child or a parent entering into and negotiating the professional environment of a nursery.  Yet I 

successfully worked through my fieldwork intentions in each of the settings, achieved the co-

operation of all participants and brought the work to a conclusion using only my own personal 

power and the natural authority which comes with a certain level of  knowledge and experience.  

For children and families it is the degree of effectiveness with which they use their own personal 

power that determines how successful their use is of the professional services and environments 

open to them. It explains why a collaborative model based in mutual acknowledgement of power 

allows children and families to work most effectively with staff to build the strong families and 

communities the Scottish Government seeks. 

     

10.3 Conclusions and their Implications  
 
It is my view and ultimately my truth, based on the results of my research and the answers to my 

research questions, that the Scottish Government, through the Early Years Framework document 

is unlikely to affect fundamental and positive change in the area of early childhood experiences 

without, first of all recognising and taking account of a considerably more subtle and diverse 

notion of childhood and childhood experiences than is currently reflected in the document. 

Implicit in that recognition should be an acknowledgement of the importance of the immediacy 

of childhood experience and its role in determining how children develop a sense of self. A 

sense of self underpins children’s own understandings of the contribution they are able to make, 

not just as adults of the future but in the ‘here and now’ of childhood. An emphasis on 

investment in the future must therefore give way to a new emphasis on the present and on 

working with the richness and diversity of childhood experiences which honours the importance 
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of childhood to children themselves, and which recognises the unique contribution they, as 

children, are able to make. 

 

Although the relationship between economic and social investment in early years and economic 

and societal strength in Scotland is recognised in the Framework, because it is future oriented it 

takes no account of the economic and wider social challenges faced by families and communities 

in the present. It is my belief, based on what research participants discussed with me about their 

lives, that there is limited value in putting forward a policy framework for early years and 

expecting that staff, families and local communities will take a full part, when its objectives take 

almost no account of wider social and economic influences which affect, in a very fundamental 

way, their capacity to deliver. The Framework is therefore too limited in its current focus on the 

importance of early childhood to Scotland’s future strength. It requires to take account of wider 

influences on early childhood that create challenges for families and communities, and reflect 

the aspirations which families and communities hold for themselves and their children in the 

broader social and economic policy framework for Scotland.  Whilst it is important and a very 

positive development that there is a separate policy focus on early childhood, I am now even 

more firmly convinced than I was as a professional in the field, that the early years needs to be 

placed at the centre of all Scottish Government policy. It is the place where, in the interests of 

children at the very start of their life journey, both social and economic policy must come 

together in the context of family and community life. There is no more important place for that 

to happen.   

 

The understanding of professional roles and responsibilities implicit within the Framework is 

reflective of assumed professional power and authority over families and communities. This is 

especially the case where families and communities are deemed to be weak. Such 

understandings of role are counter productive to the collaborative relationships necessary for 

holistic ways of working, and to the development of the kind of partnerships with families and 

communities the Scottish Government envisages.   

 

So long as sharp conceptual distinctions are made between health, care and education in the 

organisation and development of services and amongst professionals themselves, they are likely 

to lead to professional protectionism and to restricted understandings about roles and 

responsibilities. In such a climate collaborative working with families and communities is only a 
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limited possibility. A continuing emphasis on such separation of roles will work against 

Government priorities for more holistic and collaborative approaches which are based in 

acknowledgement of power within families and communities themselves. A cultural shift in 

professional perceptions is therefore required. Understandings based in separation of functions 

and roles need to be replaced with professional roles and responsibilities which recognise the 

wider ecology of the child and take account of the need to work collaboratively with families 

and communities. The Scottish Government’s work to establish a ‘common core’ training for all 

those wishing to engage in working with young children and their families and communities is 

but a start to addressing this issue. It needs to be supported by an examination of ways in which 

other structural, service based and professional barriers to new approaches might be addressed.  

 

Recommendations from my research are based in my conclusions across all these areas of policy 

and practice, acknowledging that further research is also required to explore effective ways in 

which existing and successful collaborative working in Scotland might be systematised and built 

into universal early years services. 

 

10.4 Recommendations for Further Research, for Policy and for Practice 

 

Research 

 
In my research I looked at the ways in which philosophy, policy and practice relating to early 

childhood were reflected in the experiences of children, families and early years staff in four 

early years centres in Scotland. It was my intention to explore the inter-connectedness between 

philosophy, policy and practice and to demonstrate that, where there were philosophical and 

policy mismatches with lived experiences of young children, families and communities, these 

created tensions and placed limitations on experiences of accessing and using services which 

were detrimental to policy intentions and, ultimately, to early childhood experiences themselves.  

 

My research has indeed made those connections and indicated several and important policy, 

practice and experience mismatches which are perceived to have a detrimental impact on young 

children. It is my contention that these are caused, ultimately, by different understandings and 

aspirations for childhood held by the Scottish Government and by the children, parents and staff 

who were my research participants. The differences in aspirations themselves are caused by an 
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apparent lack of Scottish Government understanding about the impact of wider social and 

economic factors on the lived experiences of children and families.    

 

Yet, in my fieldwork and my discussions with participants, I heard stories of collaborative 

working which were based in acknowledgement of family and community strength, and which 

were affirming of parents’ primary role in the lives of their young children. The key issue for the 

Scottish Government is to consider what the pre-requisites are which make such work not just 

effective but possible within the current constraints, and how it might be built into universal 

approaches in early years work in Scotland.   

 

My recommendations regarding research are therefore that the Scottish Government  

 

• Commissions research with staff, parents and children to identify values, principles and 

elements of practice which underpin successful, strengths based collaborative 

approaches  

• Considers how to incorporate such approaches in universal provision across Scotland so 

that all families and communities may benefit. 

 

Policy 

 
In my research, I set out to identify and compare ideas about childhood in recognition of the 

importance of a clear and shared underpinning philosophy about children for informing the 

development of key policies. I have concluded that all economic and social policy in Scotland, if 

it is to be fully relevant, should be reflective and supportive of shared aspirations for children. It 

should take account of the challenges faced by all families and communities which get in the 

way of achieving such aspirations. 

 

I have argued that the Scottish Government is ultimately confused in what it sets out to do in the 

Early Years Framework in working with young children, their families and communities It 

aspires to have strong and self reliant families and communities and yet works from 

identification of weakness. In addition, it takes no account of the wider social and economic 

challenges faced by families and communities in building strength and resilience. 
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I have identified what I believe to be a significant policy mismatch between the aspirations for 

childhood pursued by the Scottish Government in the Framework, and the ideas about childhood 

expressed by the parents, staff and children I worked with. Participants had aspirations, which 

were more holistic in nature, which acknowledged the child’s inherent strength and richness and 

the importance of the immediacy of experience for the child, rather than her future worth.  

 

This mismatch makes the policy itself difficult for parents to appreciate, as it does not fully 

reflect their aspirations. It makes it less than fully relevant for children because it does not 

properly reflect their lived experience. Finally, it makes it problematic for staff because it sets 

out expectations of staff roles and responsibilities which are linked to aspirations for childhood 

which don’t fully connect with their own, or take account of all the challenges experienced by 

families in the postmodern world.  

 

My research has also indicated that, in a neo-liberal context of ‘destatisation’ (Ball, 2010), 

policy connects with those it affects through the identification and involvement of key 

stakeholders. The Scottish Government, in developing a policy for early years which parents, 

children and staff can commit to, must then, first identify and then take proper account of their 

views as such key stakeholders. My research indicates that parents, and frontline staff have not 

been sufficiently included in the policy process to date and young children, not at all. 

 

My recommendations regarding policy are therefore that the Scottish Government  

 

• Considers how to develop effective mechanisms for the participation in the policy 

development process of all key stakeholders, including young children 

• Develops a collaborative and inclusive process involving all identified key stakeholders 

to create shared aspirations for childhood in Scotland  

• Looks to see how economic and wider social policy priorities in Scotland tie in with 

these aspirations, so that they are mutually informing and reinforcing  

• Makes revisions and extensions to the Early Years Framework based in the outcome of 

such a process. 
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Services 

 
Research indicates that the most effective way to create strong, resilient and self-reliant families 

and communities is to build collaborative working arrangements between professional staff and 

families, and to use approaches which acknowledge and work with the whole ecology of the 

child. 

 

My research set out to find out how early years services were experienced, both for those 

working within them and for those using them, in an attempt to understand the degree of 

relevance they had to their lives. I attempted to discover the degree to which services currently 

available met the needs of their users and how those who worked in them thought and felt about 

the nature of the service they were providing to families and communities. 

 

Universal care and education services in Scotland are only available for children from three 

years of age. For most parents in my study, there was no expectation that staff working in such 

services, even with a key worker role, could be looked to as a source of additional family 

support beyond a direct concern for the child herself. Staff themselves, beyond the very few 

employed in a family support role, described an inability to take on more holistic and 

collaborative approaches because of organisational and role constraints imposed from within the 

services in which they operated. 

 

For children under the age of three, parents in my study were unable to access any universally 

available family support services beyond what was often experienced as a very short lived and 

cursory role of health visitors in the first weeks and months of a child’s life. They reported they 

made their own informal arrangements through family networks or such groups as parent and 

toddler groups, beyond that.  

 

Additional professional support for families with children under the age of three came from 

targeted provision, either provided in a separate service, or through an add on service to 

universal provision for three year olds and above.  Although such support was always highly 

valued by the families I worked with, they all told of circumstances which had placed them in 

very challenging situations before it could be forthcoming. The service in operation was not one 

of early intervention in a mainstream context where all families and staff might work together to 
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ensure their own continuing strength. Collaboration between professionals and families in such 

circumstances was impeded by almost inevitable inequalities in power relationships.  

 

My recommendations regarding services are therefore that the Scottish Government, along with 

key partners, including frontline staff, parents and children  

 

• Considers how to locate additional support for younger children and their families 

within all universal services over the longer term. 

• Considers how to integrate additional support, wherever possible, within mainstream 

work with parents and families and how to create staff capacity  

• Uses collaborative models such as family learning and PEEP to begin to create learning 

communities across all nurseries and centres and into neighbouring communities 

 

Professional Roles and Responsibilities 

 

The creation of a holistic approach to working with young children, families and their 

communities requires, first of all, recognition of the agency of individual children and their 

power to influence their own lives. It requires recognition, too, of the agency of parents and their 

ability to work from their strengths to create childhood experiences for their children which 

match up, as far as possible, to their ideal. Recognising such agency of both children and parents 

requires staff to build the capacity to work in a fundamentally different way with families, 

particularly as this affects assumptions about the power relationships between them. The 

confusion at the heart of the Framework document between pursuing a strengths based or a 

deficit based model for working with children and families I believe needs to be resolved and 

replaced with clarity centred on working with strength, on a partnership basis designed for co-

construction of experience. 

 

My recommendations regarding professional roles and responsibilities are therefore that those 

responsible for education and training of staff working in early years settings 

 

• Build on existing work to establish a ‘common core’ training for all staff in early years, 

and encourage a cultural shift amongst professionals working with families and 
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communities from perceptions of professional identities based in assumptions of 

professional authority, knowledge and skill to ones based in mutual regard and 

collaboration with families and communities 

• Revise initial training for all staff working with parents and communities, using the 

common core to create new perspectives and understandings on collaborative working in 

an effort to alter the existing unequal parent/professional/child power relationships. 
 

In addition I recommend that those responsible for the professional certification and employment 

of early years staff 

 

• Work with key stakeholders to develop roles and responsibilities for all staff working in 

universal services which are based in these new understandings, and which take account 

of the wider environment of the child 

• Consider merging the key worker role with the ‘named person’ role (Getting it Right for 

Every Child) and ensuring that all children accessing early years provision across all 

sectors have an identified key worker who has the capacity to take a holistic view of the 

child’s environment 

• Develop the key worker role so that it includes responsibilities for full case management 

with families. 

 

Finally 

 

Even such fundamental shifts as the recommendations above signify can only be of limited value 

in creating the kinds of childhood experiences aspired to by research participants, without a 

resolution of the conflicts at the heart of the Scottish Government’s social policy These conflicts 

manifest themselves in pressures on families and on staff which cut across all attempts to support 

children in family and community life. Ensuring the Early Years Framework is at the very heart 

of the Scottish Government’s policy agenda will at least force a review of the relationships 

between the Framework and the full range of social and economic policy, which should expose 

these conflicts and allow resolution.  
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